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      Praise for Once Upon a Widow series:

      

      “Historically accurate with poignant characters dealing with strife so gut-wrenching, I can’t even imagine how I’d respond. Gripping story with an explosive ending.”

      
        
        N.N. Light Book Heaven Reviews

      

      

      

      “Aubrey Wynne’s epic historical romance bedazzles as much as it leaves the reader breathless! Her intricate details lavish the reader with picturesque landscapes, scrumptious dialogue, leaving nothing too small to define.”

      
        
        InD’tale Magazine

      

      

      

      “Somewhere between Austin and Heyer. A good read.”

      
        
        Verified Purchase review

      

      

      

      “The scenes are so graphically detailed and descriptive, it paints an elegant backdrop that makes the storyline pop.”

      
        
        Verified Purchase Top 500 Reviewer

      

      

      

      “This well-written piece has a balance of sorrow and happiness it will make you cry, smile, and maybe even jump with joy. I highly recommend this charmer.”

      
        
        Vine Voice Review

      

      

      

      “Aubrey wields her words as skillfully and precise as a surgeon with his scalpel.”

      
        
        Verified Purchase Top 1000 Reviewer

      

      

      

       “I highly recommend.”

      
        
        Jersey Girl Book Lover

      

      

      

      “Another author for my favorite list.”

      
        
        Verified Purchase Top Contributor, Book Reviews
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      Dashing and delectable earls, stubborn but stunning ladies, and destiny with a sense of humor…

       

      Three sweet Regency romances with noble heroes and strong heroines that will whisk you back to another time. Humor, angst, and passion combine to treat readers to a trio of sweeping love stories spanning the continents from Waterloo to the Highlands of Scotland.

      The Earl of Sunderland struggles to find his place when he inherits a title through the dramatic death of his twin brother. He longs to return to the stableness of the army until he meets Grace… But the headstrong woman has been the center of her father and little brother’s world since her mother’s death, and she has no desire to care for another male.  

      Eliza, A Wicked Earl’s Widow, thought she escaped her cruel father through marriage. When her husband dies, her father once again sees opportunity and threatens to take Eliza’s daughter if she doesn’t cooperate. Escaping a loveless marriage to a man thrice her age, she stumbles upon an unexpected hero. But can he protect her from her past?

      Rhapsody and Rebellion combine when a pragmatic earl learns about a family legacy and searches for answers. When he meets his cousin’s lovely young Highland widow, she brings color into his once black and white existence. But will an old clan feud keep them apart?
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      He’s inherited the title of rake. She hides behind her independence... Fate accepts the challenge.

       

      
        
        Grace Beaumont has seen what love can do to a woman. Her mother sacrificed her life to produce the coveted son and heir. A devastated father and newborn brother force her to take on the role of Lady Boldon at the age of fifteen. But Grace finds solace in the freedom and power of her new status.

         

        Christopher Roker made a name for himself in the military. The rigor and pragmatism of the army suits him. When a tragic accident heaves Kit into a role he never wanted or expected, his world collides with another type of duty. Returning to England and his newfound responsibilities, the Wicked Earls’ Club becomes a refuge from the glitter and malice of London society but cannot ease his emptiness.   

         

        Needing an escape from his late brother’s memory and reputation, Kit visits the family estate for the summer. Lady Grace, a beauty visiting from a neighboring estate, becomes a welcome distraction. When the chance to return to the military becomes a valid possibility, the earl finds himself wavering between his old life and the lure of an exceptional—and unwilling—woman.

      

      

      Subscribe to Aubrey’s Newsletter:

      https://www.subscribepage.com/k3f1z5
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      My sincere thanks to the talented authors of the Wicked Earls’ Club for the invitation to join this series. Tammy Andresen and Dawn Brower did a superb job creating the perfect backdrop for our Regency tales. Some are sweet, some are spicy, but all are deliciously romantic.

      The Wicked Earls were my inspiration for the Once Upon a Widow series.
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        “The life of the dead is placed in the memory of the living.”

      

      

      
        
        Marcus Tullius Cicero

      

      

      

      
        
        March 1810

        Northern England, Boldon Estate

      

      

      The thick air, putrid with death and stale smoke, rebelled against her throat. Grace swiped desperately at the perspiration covering her own face then wrung out the cloth and gently sponged Mama’s neck and chest. She couldn’t stop the blood flowing from her mother’s womb. She couldn’t stop the snowstorm that heralded its final revolt against spring. She couldn’t stop the tears that washed away her last shred of hope. There would be no doctor, no last minute reprieve.

      “Mama, can you hear me?” She closed her eyes against the outrage. Childbirth had been vicious to a woman of her late age, a woman who loved her husband so completely she had risked her life to give him an heir. After almost two days of labor, the reaper had come to claim his prize.

      “Gracie?” The countess opened pale blue eyes, her hand fumbling along the bed cover. Grace laced her fingers through her mother’s limp ones, the paper-like skin cold to the touch. She glanced over at the fire that blazed and crackled in the hearth.

      “I’m here.”  She leaned close and kissed Mama’s cheek. “Please don’t leave us. Not yet.”

      Lady Boldon smiled weakly and shook her head. “I need to see him once more.”

      “Papa went for the doctor. He’s not back yet.” She looked again at the white menace pelting the glass panes. “Try to drink something.”

      Her mother shook her head again. “My boy. I must see my baby boy.” She squeezed her daughter’s hand. “Please…”

      With relief, Grace realized it was not her father needed and went to the corner of the room. She looked down at the healthy, sleeping infant who had stolen Mama’s strength. The wet nurse had fed him then bundled him into a white quilted gown. He scrunched his tiny face in irritation as she lifted him from the cradle. Without thought, she tenderly brushed the reddened skin of his cheek. Would he feel guilt when he was old enough to appreciate the sacrifice made for him? Would she resent him for taking away their mother?

      Her heart broke again, thinking her brother would never know this selfless woman. She sat on the edge of the feather mattress and laid the baby next to Mama.

      “Charles will be so proud of you, my son.” Joy shone on the older woman’s face as she placed a kiss on the delicate pink skin. “You will make a fine earl someday.”

      The baby fussed then let out a wail. Grace quickly took him back, not wanting the sound to upset her mother. When she heard a soft knock on the door, she opened it and handed the infant to the wet nurse.

      “Let the staff know to send my father up as soon as he returns,” she told the servant. “And tell the midwife to hurry with those fresh sheets.”

      “Gracie!” The urgency in Lady Boldon’s voice shot panic up her spine.

      “Here, Mama.”

      “You must promise me…” A ragged gasp was followed by labored breath. “Take good care of my men. They will both need you.”

      “But I still need you.” Her mother’s face blurred as the tears came once more. “I can’t take your place. You can’t leave me yet, Mama.” Slender fingers gripped Grace’s with surprising intensity.

      “You’re a woman of fifteen now. I’ve taught you well.” She struggled for air. “My Charles will be a lost soul… The baby will need your strength and guidance.” Her head fell back against the pillow. “Promise me.”

      Papa, where are you? Hurry! The words screamed inside her head.

      She crawled onto the bed and wrapped her arms around the limp body, gathering comfort in a final embrace from the woman who had seemed invincible. Grace laid her head against her mother’s chest. As the death rattle grew louder beneath her ear, she promised. Cold lips brushed her forehead in response.

      “Be brave, my darling. Remember, I love you so.” With a final shudder, Lady Boldon let go of life.
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        “It isn’t what we say or think that defines us, but what we do.”

        JANE AUSTEN, SENSE AND SENSIBILITY

      

      

      

      

      
        
        Early May 1814

        London, England

      

      

      Lord Christopher Roker slapped his twin brother, the Earl of Sunderland, on the back. “A fit of the blue devils on your wedding day, eh? Come now, the bride seems a prime article to me.”

      “She’s not the woman of my choice. I’m more than an unwilling groom. I’m downright defiant.” Carson tucked his white linen tails into the pale gray pantaloons, gave his matching waistcoat a tug, and adjusted his neckcloth again. “Yet our parents are deliriously happy over the match because she is the daughter of the Marquess of Landonshire.”

      “You made your own name.” Christopher shook his head and gave his brother’s shoulder a hard squeeze. “Gambling and womanizing has its place when you’re more boy than man. By Christ, we’ve passed thirty.”

      “How did I know I’d fall in love and my reputation would haunt me?” Carson walked over to a polished oak side table and poured two glasses of brandy from the crystal decanter. He handed one to Christopher. “Or that the woman who stole my heart would have a self-righteous father who despises me?”

      “How many times did I warn you to pull back on the reins? There are always consequences to one’s actions. You will be the Marquess of Falsbury in your own right someday. It’s time you accepted some responsibility.” He took a sip of the amber liquid as Carson downed his in one gulp and poured another. “It’s a bit early for that, isn’t it? You might want to pace yourself.”

      Sunderland sank heavily into a chair, pushing his fingers through a tangle of black waves. “Kit, trade places with me. Marry the chit and take the title. You should have been the heir anyway. You’re better suited to this type of life than I am.”

      “We had this conversation when we were twelve, and you wanted to be a sheik and live in the desert. And then again at sixteen, when you wanted to run away and join the Royal Navy.” He smirked and sat down opposite Carson. “Besides, Mother would know at once.”

      “She’d stay quiet for her darling Christopher. You’ve always been her favorite.” He tipped back his head and gulped the second glass of brandy. “A little courage for the ceremony.”

      “There will be plenty of time for that afterwards.”

      “I’ve missed you, brother. I’m jealous of the army and your long absences.” He gave Kit a crooked grin. “It’s always been you and me against the world. I don’t like having my other half missing.”

      “Well, I’m here now! Bonaparte is no longer a threat, and we can enjoy a summer in the country this year.” A knot tightened in Kit’s stomach. He had a bad feeling about  this union but knew better than to admit it. It wasn’t the wedding itself. Lady Eliza was a beauty and came with a generous dowry. And he didn’t believe for a moment Carson loved another woman. Infatuation was more likely. He fell for one chit, and before he hit the ground, another had taken his fancy. While Kit loved his brother, he also accepted his faults. His abilities did not include accountability or dependability.

      No, it was the girl’s father, Landonshire. His breeding was beyond reproach, but his vile reputation behind closed doors was not well known. He kept his wife and daughter isolated on their estate and rarely entertained or brought them to London. Some of the whispers he’d heard from another officer could make a seasoned soldier grimace. Kit had mentioned it to his father, but the man had waved it away as gossip.

      “You’re dipping too deep, brother,” Kit took the third glass of liquor from his twin, recognizing the slight glaze in those familiar chestnut eyes. “Let’s get you to the church, shall we? At this rate, you’ll be foxed before the end of the wedding breakfast.”

      “That’s the plan, sir. I won’t feel those leg shackles I’ve acquired.”

      

      ***

      

      “Marrying the Earl of Sunderland, I will have to think of you as a countess from now on.” Grace finished arranging her cousin’s lush hair. The delicate braids were swept up along with the thick flaxen locks and interspersed with tiny sprigs of lilac. The pale purple matched the bride’s violet eyes and smelled divine.

      The wedding dress was of white French muslin, tiny embroidered flowers along the bodice and hem. A pelisse of lavender, trimmed with lace and matching flowers, buttoned just below her bust and amply filled the dress. She had always been jealous of her cousin’s porcelain skin and honey hair. Grace had inherited her mother’s Scottish looks with a smattering of freckles and the dreaded auburn mane to match.

      Eliza smoothed out her skirts again and looked anxiously at her reflection. “He hates me, you know.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Grace, though her nerves had been frayed since meeting the groom two days ago. Something about the earl made her uneasy. Or maybe it was the expectant smile her uncle wore whenever he looked upon his future son-in-law. “He barely knows you.”

      “Well, at the very least he hates marriage.” Tears filled the girl’s eyes. “Thank you for coming, dear Gracie. You and Sammy are the closest things to a brother and sister that I have. Mama is practically useless. She is always so afraid to set Father off.  I needed someone I could confide in before the ceremony.”

      Grace bent low and put her cheek next to her cousin’s, her own green eyes locking with Eliza’s. They were opposites in so many ways. Grace was headstrong, independent, and outspoken. Eliza was docile, compliant, and breathtakingly beautiful. They were first cousins by their mothers and best friends by choice.

      Lady Boldon had never hidden her dislike of her sister’s husband. A ruthless scoundrel, that man. He treats women as if they were no better than broodmares. And Landonshire never hesitated to beat them in the same manner. The law was on the man’s side, especially a peer, unless he went too far and murdered his wife or daughter. He was a bitter man who had suffered the loss of several infant boys and his wife’s many miscarriages.

      “Not all men are cruel, Eliza. Lord Sunderland may not be in love with you, but I see kindness in his eyes. And he’s very handsome. If nothing else, consider him a way out of your horrid circumstances.”

      “Yes, I will keep that in mind.” She smiled at her cousin’s reflection. “At least I have no bruises to explain on my wedding day.”

      “I did not come to your wedding for a bout of the megrims. Let me share in your joy today.” Grace kissed the bride’s cheek and straightened. She pulled back the curtain and looked out the window. “The carriage has arrived. Your parents will be waiting. Are you ready to begin your new life?”

      Eliza nodded and turned to embrace her. “You are my dearest friend in all the world. I wish you lived closer.”

      “Perhaps I could return for a longer stay. Samuel just turned four and may need some distraction this summer. That boy is a constant battle.” Grace laughed. “He snuck a pony from the pasture last week and hooked it up to a wagon. Off to battle General Bonaparte with a wooden sword and his trusty hounds.”

      “If you promise to visit, I’ll find plenty of ruffians for him to battle. And you are right. This is my wedding day, and I should enjoy myself.” They looped arms, took a deep breath, and descended the staircase with heads held high.

      

      ***

      

      The ceremony was short and somber, and the small party returned to Falsbury as soon as the registry was signed. A larger group had been invited for the wedding breakfast. Falsbury was a regal mansion, and the meal indicated the family’s stature. The wedding cake was displayed at the center of the table; the stiff white frosting decorated with herbs and flowers. Ham, accompanied by eggs, hot rolls, and toasted breads, filled the air with mouthwatering aromas. Even chocolate had been added to each table.

      Lord Landonshire had watched the young bride and groom with an attempted smile that ended in a sneer. Grace didn’t think anything would truly make the man happy. At least he wasn’t drinking. Eliza’s biggest fear had been that her father would overindulge and show his true colors. But he had toasted the married couple then focused on conversation with several business associates.

      Lady Landonshire wore a pleasant, if skittish, expression. Whenever her husband turned to her quickly or moved his hand suddenly, she flinched like a nervous squirrel. The relief  in her eyes when he walked away was evident. Eliza had said her parents would stay in London for two weeks. Two weeks of no marks upon her aunt’s face. Two weeks reprieve before she returned to her genteel, country prison.

      Eliza’s flushed face betrayed her shyness and excitement in the crowded room. Her childhood had been lonely, with only visits between the cousins. Experience with the opposite sex had been limited to her father and uncle and the occasional male servant. Grace prayed the wedding night would be…gentle. It would not take much to please Eliza. A bit of civility and consideration might eventually heal her mind if not her heart. Please God, let it be her time for happiness.

      The groom seemed a bit too jovial for so early in the day. Lord Sunderland drank and toasted a dozen times throughout the wedding feast. An air of self-destruction seemed to hover over him like a storm cloud, and Grace shivered as he pulled Eliza to her feet and kissed her soundly on the mouth. Still, she saw nothing malicious in the man’s behavior and considered her cousin better off.

      On the other hand, Grace found Lord Christopher to be quite the study of decorum. His deep brown eyes were serious, his black hair combed back neatly, and he cut a fine figure in the red dress uniform of a lieutenant colonel. She found herself picturing him on a charging horse, sword in the air, and a battle cry on his lips. His full, soft lips.

      “What has claimed your attention now, my dear?” her father asked in her ear. “Are you plotting your uncle’s demise or did some handsome lad catch your eye? ”

      She giggled then gave him a kiss on the cheek. “You aren’t getting rid of me so easily, Papa. Are you enjoying the celebration?”

      “Aye, it’s a fine wedding. It gives me ideas for other weddings yet to come.” He nudged her gently with his elbow, his mouth set in a firm line. “It’s time we started thinking about your future. I’ve been deficient in my duties. Your mother would be mortified to know I’ve kept you hidden in the country, and you almost twenty.”

      “I have not been hidden. It was my choice to skip the Season.”

      “Two seasons, Gracie.”

      “My home is far more important than socializing with those shallow, silly girls.” The thought of standing against a wall, hoping a man would fill her card and not step on her feet during a cotillion, seemed more like a punishment. Making inane conversation while remembering dance steps, and drinking punch fetched by a bored or overeager suitor, was also not a rite of passage that appealed to her. “I’m quite content with my station, Papa. There’s no reason to upset our lives over marriage or romance.”

      Lord Boldon rolled his light brown eyes. “We’ll see, daughter. There may come a time you’ll eat those fine words.” Then he smiled over her head at someone. “Isn’t it a grand day for a wedding? Is that music I hear?”

      “Indeed, Lord Boldon. I’ve come to ask Lady Grace for the honor of a dance.” A deep baritone sent a warm flush through her belly. “With your permission?”

      Her father stood, grasped her hand, and pulled Grace to her feet as she opened her mouth to decline. “My daughter would love to dance.”

      She looked at her fingers now placed in the man’s palm. The heat in her belly began to pirouette and leap toward her throat. When her eyes moved to his face, the dark gaze pinned her to the spot. The air pushed from her lungs, and she found herself unable to speak. A chuckle from her father spurred her to action. With a slight curtsey, she acknowledged her partner, and they joined the others already gathering to the first notes of a country dance.

      Grace focused on the gold epaulettes adorning his broad shoulders, as she placed a gloved hand on his wrist. The material did little to diminish the intensity of his touch as they followed the other couples in a circle.

      “I understand you are a cousin to the bride. Are you pleased with the match?” His tone was conversational, but she sensed there was purpose to his question. The group of four came together and separated.

      “They make a lovely couple and both families are pleased. Does our opinion matter, my lord?” She risked a peek at her very masculine dance partner as he moved around her. On close inspection, she realized the brothers were not identical as they first appeared. True, their features were the same but their countenances were utterly different. No light-hearted, fanciful expression would ever grace this man’s face. She doubted such a proud military officer would overindulge in anything, let alone lose his temper. Control emanated from him.

      “No, I suppose not. Forgive my lame attempt at conversation with the second loveliest woman here.”

      It took a moment for his words to reach her brain as they turned and joined a new set of dancers. They separated again, and when she returned to him, he smiled. Her breath quickened as he spun her around. “You tease me, sir. It is not gallant of you.”

      “I do not tease, Lady Grace. It is not in my nature.” He opened his mouth as if to expand on his nature then stopped. Another twirl and he began again, the smile gone. “Are you enjoying your stay?”

      “I did not come for pleasure. That is, I only came to give my support—er, assist my cousin with the wedding. She has no siblings, as you know”—the women moved around the men and came back to their partners—“and she wanted someone close to her own age during the preparations.” The couples came together and back out  to the rhythm of the music.

      “Will you be staying in London long?”

      “No, my mother died several years ago, and I am needed on my father’s estate. My brother is only four and…”

      They split and each moved around the opposite couple. When they were side by side, he picked up where they had left off. “You miss him.”

      Grace nodded as he twirled her again, surprised at his understanding. “I have never left him before. Never spent a night away from him. I suppose it is how a mother feels the first time she leaves her children.”

      He twirled her and bent close. “Do you enjoy your role as Lady Boldon?”

      His curiosity made her smile and put her at ease. “Yes, I prefer to stay busy and productive.” She circled around him. “There is plenty to do on my father’s estates.”

      “A woman stimulated by knowledge. Lovely and clever, a rare combination.” He stepped gracefully around her and the other woman of the dance square.

      “And are you enjoying your reprieve from the war, now that Bonaparte is exiled in Elba?” Grace had heard of Lord Christopher’s fearless reputation on the battlefield. “Do you miss the excitement?”

      “No, combat is not a pleasant pastime for me. I miss the regiment and my men, though.” He turned her around, and they progressed again to the next group.

      “So you will return to your duties?”

      “As soon as possible. It is my preferred career choice. I appreciate the organization and logic of the military. We are of a like mind.”  He chuckled as the couples came together. “London and its society bore me. I also like to be productive.”

      “We have something in common.”

      “I prefer order, a protocol to follow.  Perhaps I’m a skeptic who has seen too much of the world.” He stared at her with eyes the color of the chocolate her mother used to drink. They met and parted again. A slight smile still turned up his lips, and she felt bared, as if he was looking into her soul and liked what he saw.

      “Perhaps you are also a rare combination of handsomeness and honesty.” Her wit had returned, and she found herself enjoying his company. The song came to an end, and he bowed.

      “Lady Grace, may I be blunt?”

      “Since we’ve come to know each other so well,” she answered with a smirk, studying him from beneath her lashes. He had piqued her interest. “Please, speak your mind.”

      “My brother has his faults. He drinks too much, gambles but not too heavily, and never takes the blame for a catastrophe, large or small, regardless of his part in it. However, he does not have a spiteful bone in his body and will never, never cause injury to a lady.” He paused then continued with a slight nod of his head, “I thought you might like to know.”

      The sun slanted through a window, the bright rays setting fire to his red uniform and making the gold bars across the front glitter. Her heart swelled as she took in his meaning. He knew. He knew about her uncle and wanted to offer some reassurance, some mode of comfort to Eliza on her wedding day. Tears pricked the back of her eyes, and she blinked quickly before meeting his gaze again.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, hearing the hope in her voice. “I am very glad to know that.”

      “May you have a safe and swift journey home. It has truly been a pleasure, Lady Grace.” He smiled down at her. A dazzling but sincere smile, showing perfect white teeth that made his tanned skin seem even darker. She shivered, not sure if it was from the heat that rippled over her skin or the improper thoughts that flooded her brain.

      “Yes, indeed it has, my lord. May we meet again, someday.”

      And as Lord Christopher walked away, his powerful stride demanding notice, she hoped they would.
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        “Seldom, very seldom, does complete truth belong to any human disclosure; seldom can it happen that something is not a little disguised or a little mistaken.”

        JANE AUSTEN, EMMA

      

      

      

      

      
        
        Late March 1815

        Boldon Estate, northern England

      

      

      The sound of hoofbeats distracted Grace as she collected a bouquet of pink columbine, yellow daffodils, and snow crocus. The purple and white lilacs would soon bloom and fill the air with the delicious sweet scent of spring. She gathered the lace shawl around her neck, clutched the calico skirt, and hurried toward the terrace steps. Sunlight slanted over the ashen stone of Boldon, casting shadows over the back of the elegant country home. The mansion loomed above her, imposing in its precise symmetry and size. The shade muted the colorful rows of sash windows set in boxes flush with the brickwork. Passing through gardens, she made a mental note to add several herbs to the kitchen plots this year. She smiled and blew at the curl that escaped her bonnet. These months before summer were her favorite, snips of green buds, the scent of amaryllis heavy in the air, petunias pushing up through the earth. New life, new beginnings. And she was hoping for both, or at least a reprieve, after she had a conversation with Papa this afternoon. The thought of being trapped in London when Boldon was so beautiful this time of year…

      A horse and rider galloped through the gate. No great coat or cape billowed behind him in the breeze, so she assumed it was a local from the village. There might be correspondence from Eliza. If the visitor was not a post-boy, she could change quickly. The worn chintz was more appropriate for early morning forages than visitors. Not that anyone of status ever arrived unannounced this early. It amused her that morning calls lasted until dinner, when the afternoon sun was already leaning toward the west. Always an early riser, Grace considered half the day gone by the time London society had their breakfast at ten.

      As she entered the main hall, Samuel came sliding down the banister from the second floor. “Woohoo, look at me,” exclaimed the five-year-old. He unceremoniously plopped onto the rug and looked up at his sister with a grin and a mischievous gleam in his golden brown eyes. “Mrs. Woolley finds the best wax. I must thank her.”

      “Samuel, I have asked you a thousand times to stop that. What if you fell? Papa would be devastated.”

      “And you would cry until this mansion floated away, Gracie. You love me more than life itself. You say so all the time.” He pulled his knickers back over his knees and moved over to make room for Grace on the third stair.

      “Yes, I would indeed cry a river if I lost my sweet brother.” She pushed a lock of soft brown hair away from his eyes and kissed the top of his head. He was a replica of his father. “But that does not mean you can run rampant through the estate and cause havoc in your wake.”

      “How did I manage to raise such dramatic children?” chuckled Lord Boldon. He leaned against the doorframe of the library in only his waistcoast and trousers, observing his offspring. “Tell me such theatrics were inherited from your mother.”

      “Papa, eavesdropping is impolite,” scolded Grace indignantly.

      “A man does not eavesdrop in his own house. Anything that goes on under this roof is my business.” He folded his arms across his chest as if to drive the point home. “I hate to impose on this touching moment between brother and sister, but we need to finish our discussion, Gracie. My plans have changed for this afternoon, and I need to go into the village.”

      She bit her lip, his stern tone giving her pause. But her solution was logical and best for everyone, so he must agree. At least it would buy her a little time. “Yes, Papa. Let me give Mrs. Woolley instructions on dinner this evening, and I’ll be right in.”

      “Ten minutes. I will not be put off again.”

      She gave a silent sigh. Her father would be adamant about her coming out. If he would just hear her out, the compromise would be better for all of them. Oh, why was life so complicated? Why did he believe a husband would make her happier than she already was?

      “Did the post arrive while I was walking?” She handed the flowers to the housekeeper, who appeared from behind the stairs. “Please make sure Master Samuel at least consumes an egg for breakfast. He cannot survive on the worms he tried to eat yesterday.”

      “If you were lost in the jungle and hadn’t eaten in days, you would gladly try a worm.” He crossed his arms, the spitting image of his father, and glared at her. “Girls don’t understand adventure and survival.”

      “Papa, we may need a new tutor. I’m not sure I like this emerging attitude.” She frowned as her father’s shoulders shook slightly, and Sammy hid his face. “What? What is so amusing?”

      “Really, my darling girl, you cannot blame Mr. Chenwick.” He laughed now, wiping the corner of one eye. “Did you truly think Samuel would eat a worm?”

      “I tricked you! I only pretended to eat it,” cried Sammy, throwing his arms around her waist. “Papa is taking me fishing at dusk, you goose. That’s when the pond fish bite the best. They are for the fish to eat, not me!”

      Both Grace and Mrs. Woolley shared an exasperated glance and shook their heads. “Well, I’m much relieved to hear it. Now off with you. No studies, no fishing. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He skipped down the hall and turned left into the dining room. His high-pitched voice made Grace smile as he instructed the housekeeper on what kind of jam should be on his biscuit.

      One male Beaumont content, one to go, Grace thought as she followed her father into the library. He handed her a letter, Eliza’s flowing script on the outside. “Oh, I do hope there is good news.”

      “As in an heir?”

      Grace felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “Yes, Papa. It’s been almost a year since they were married. She has prayed and prayed for a child.”

      “It takes more than prayer to produce an heir.” Lord Boldon ran a hand over his face. “I apologize, daughter. I’m afraid these long bouts in the country make me forget my manners. But then you look so much like your mother. And there was never anything we could not say to each other in private.”

      The sadness in his eyes had not diminished whenever he spoke of his late wife. There had been many dark days after her death. Grace had taken on the responsibilities of the house and dealt with her grief as well as the household servants. Her father had sunk into darkness, retreating to his rooms, refusing to see anyone except his children. He held his infant son, cried for the loss of his beloved wife, ranted at the injustice of a god who would take her away. When his tears soaked the swaddling blanket, Grace would retrieve the baby and cajole her father into eating a morsel or two. It took weeks to lure him from his cave of mourning. Once out, his inherent optimism returned, and the wheels of life turned slowly once again. His smile came easier, followed by laughter. That single sound had been the balm she herself had needed to heal.

      Lady Boldon had known they would lean heavily on each other. And over the past five years, father and daughter had grown so close they could share almost anything. They had become confidantes of a sort, trying to fill the void of wife and mother for each other in some small way. Grace, however, had been more successful in assuming a maternal role than her father, walking the fine line of affection and discipline with Samuel. It was not always easy telling him no, but it was necessary. She had seen the results of overindulged heirs in London. Arrogant, thoughtless, and selfish. Her cousin Eliza had been forced to marry one such man. Samuel would grow into a kind and generous man if it killed her. An image of herself as a white-haired old lady, shaking her finger from the grave, flashed into her mind. That made her grin.

      “What do you find amusing?” her father’s question brought her back to the present dilemma.

      “That you have brought this on all yourself, Papa. I am what you shaped me to be—proud and independent.” Her chin went up, her shoulders set. “You allowed me so much freedom, as if I were the lady of the house. Perhaps I would be more eager for a husband if I had not tasted such liberty.”

      “Don’t put the blame on me. The guilt ruse worked for the first two seasons, and I won’t hear of it again. We are already late getting to London.” He sat on the edge of the huge oak desk and indicated the chair in front of him. “Sit please, so you can’t escape so easily. We must look to the future. What will happen to you when Samuel comes of age and marries? This arrangement is fine for now, but his wife will eventually be Lady Boldon. Where will that leave you? I cannot imagine my beautiful, intelligent daughter a spinster living in the west wing.”

      She sat with a huff and a frown. “I have a plan.”

      “Of course you do, my dear.” He looked at her expectantly. “And what, pray tell, are you scheming now?”

      She tried to look indignant, but the grin would not be contained. He knew her too well. “Eliza’s last letter invited us to Falsbury Castle this summer before they move on to Brighton. Or were they going to Sanditon this year? I thought perhaps instead of a season in that horrid city, we could spend a month or so in the country. Eliza’s mother-in-law, Lady Falsbury, is known for her social gatherings there. Everyone who is anyone waits for an invitation from the marchioness.”

      Lord Boldon opened his mouth to argue but she curled her fingers around his hand. “I daresay I’ll meet just as many eligible bachelors there as I would at Hyde Park or Almack’s.” This last was said with a wrinkling of her nose. “I hate crowds, and the social events in the country are so much more manageable. Please, Papa?”

      Her father drummed his fingers on the desk as he studied the Turkish rug under his polished boots. “So the argument is no longer marriage but the procedure of finding a husband?”

      Grace chewed her lip and nodded once. A tiny, miniscule piece of guilt lodged in her throat from the fib. “You promised you would not force me into marriage. And I truly believe those fanciful, frilly gentlemen I met the last time we were in London would never suit me.” She peered up her father through thick dark lashes. “I need to find a man who is practical, more salt of the earth. A man like you, Papa.”

      His chest expanded slightly, a smile brightening his face. “Well, that may be a tall order. But, er, yes. You do not need a dandy for a husband. I quite agree. We’ll look for someone who doesn’t mind rolling his shirt sleeves up and has more than a passing interest in the operation of his estates.”

      “We?” Unease poked at her confidence.

      “Gracie, I love you with all of my heart. But if I do not take an active role in this pursuit, I will be dead and buried before your banns are read. Now, I will agree to the summer visit under one condition.”

      The same unease now wound around her lungs and squeezed. “Yes?”

      “If we do not find a candidate at Falsbury Castle, you will go to London and stay with friends in September. Agreed?”

      She focused on the gold swirls in the carpet pattern, her mind racing. If she could convince her father that someone had sparked her interest, London might be avoided. Grace would set her mind to the first task once they arrived, and find a man who seemed to fit the bill. The rest would come to her, she was sure.

      “Of course, Papa,” she agreed with a dazzling smile. “Your benevolence is more than I deserve.”

      Let him think he won. Rising with the composure modeled by her mother, she kissed her father on the cheek and moved to the door. Just as she escaped over the threshold, his words smacked her in the back of the head.

      “I know your mother always thought her feminine charms beguiled me. But beware, daughter, I have devices of my own.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        “Believe me, nothing except a battle lost can be half so melancholy as a battle won.”

        THE DUKE OF WELLINGTON, LETTER FROM THE FIELD OF WATERLOO

      

      

      

      

      
        
        June 17, 1815

        Mont St. Jean, near Waterloo

      

      

      Kit let the slow drip, drip, drip lull him, as a puddle formed near his head. Sleep was his top priority tonight, even while battle plans crowded his brain. The rain continued its patter against the tent walls. A thin sheen of moisture seeped through the rough material. He rolled onto his side, his bed at home once again a prized possession compared to the lumpy mattress that provided scant protection from the cold, damp ground. The stale straw and mold would soon be replaced by the sickening sweet smell of blood.

      They would fight the French tomorrow. Again. Men would die. Would he be among them? Was this the cause of his anxiety? Fear had never afflicted him before a battle. Now a colonel with years of experience behind him, engaging the enemy still brought on thoughts of mortality but never this eerie foreboding. Fingers of dread scratched up his spine; the knot in his belly pulled tight.

      Bonaparte had escaped Elba and retaken Paris. As the new French army multiplied, British Field Marshall, the Duke of Wellington, ordered troops back to Belgium. While waiting in Brussels, the lovely Duchess of Richmond had asked her husband to host a ball as a distraction from the upcoming conflict. Wellington agreed it would be good for morale, and the officers cheerfully attended. The event was a success until a messenger brought news the French had crossed the border and were making their way to Brussels. Kit had heard the duke ask his host for a good map and knew the evening would not end well.

      Pandemonium ensued when orders were given for all officers to join their regiment and be prepared to march by three in the morning. Women wailed while husbands, fathers, and sons tried to soothe them. Younger men chattered in excitement with military ardor; orders were shouted above the uproar. The affair had gone from a delightful dance to an utter state of chaos. Kit grimaced, remembering the courageous wives and mistresses who accompanied their beloved. Did they not realize? Cannon and musket fire did not discriminate between male and female.

      Then another strange emotion gripped him. Would someone ever love him so much? He focused once again on the rain and drifted toward slumber, but his dreams refused to let him rest.

      

      The smoke wafted around his ankles, glimpses of red appearing in the gray wisps then vanishing. The loud suction of boots pulling from the muck created an eerie rhythm in the foggy surroundings. Screams pierced the air as frequently as musket fire, and moans drifted up from the muddy ground. The whinny of a horse. Gruff commands barked from the saddle.

      He squinted at the movement in front of him. A French soldier ran forward, bayonet pointed at Kit’s belly. He dodged, missing the thrust, and brought the back of his rifle down on the man’s head before running him through the back. Two more emerged. He put a bullet in one man’s head and sliced the throat of the other with his saber. Panting, he looked around for his men and found he was alone.

      A white horse appeared above him, rearing on its powerful hindquarters. A shrill cry rang out, followed by a loud thud as its front hooves came down and pawed at the sludge, sending a spray of filth across Kit’s skin. As he wiped it off with his coat sleeve, it turned red then dripped onto the gold bars of his uniform. He rubbed furiously with his gloved fingers but the color only deepened to a scarlet and then poured onto his black boots.

      “It’s coming from me,” a familiar voice yelled over the din, a smirk on his face. “Sorry about the mess.”

      He looked up and saw his own face looking down at him. Blood gushed from the soldier’s chest. His head sat at an odd angle and bobbled as the horse pranced. Kit reached up to help his brother off the horse.

      “It’s too late for me. It’s your turn now,” came the voice again, sorrow now lacing his tone. “It always should have been, you know.”

      Grabbing the man’s boot, he tried again to pull the soldier down. Instead, a boot kicked him in the face and sent him sprawling backwards. Hot pain ripped across his back and radiated up his neck as he hit the ground. The huge beast, now riderless, reared again, showering his face with mud.

      “No! No! Let me help you,” Kit pleaded as he spit mud from his mouth, arms flailing against wet sludge scattering over his head. “Please…”

      

      Kit cried out, his arms thrashing at the air. His face scrunched up at a bead of water that plunked onto his cheek. Struggling to pull air into his lungs, his mind groped for rational thought. He rubbed the back of his aching neck, stretched the stiff muscles, and peered at the dark stain above him. The rain had wormed its way through a patch of the canvas above his head. The drips of blood, he thought as he wiped the cold sweat from his face. He hated bad dreams.

      A weak light filtered through a crack in the tent opening. It was almost dawn. Muffled voices and the clang of metal announced a new day.

      “Colonel Roker, sir?” A shadow appeared on the other side of the flap. “I have a message from Brussels.”

      “Yes, enter.” He cleared his throat of the gravel that had lodged there overnight. With a heavy sigh, Kit pulled on his leather boots and stood up. His shoulders throbbed as if he had been thrown from the stallion in his dream. A chill passed over him, surreal images flashing through his mind again. The same foreboding from the previous night returned along with the knot in his stomach. Perhaps it was age. He and Carson had celebrated thirty-two years on their last birthday. Right now, those years seemed to weigh on him.

      “The French defeated the Prussians at Ligny, my lord. But the field marshal has rounded up the remaining troops and is marching as we speak.” The soldier stood erect, waiting for a reply or orders.

      “At ease.” Kit held out his hand for the orders. Breaking the seal, he unfolded the thick parchment.

      

      Scouts report Bonaparte has not inspected the troops or been on the field today. Possibly due to bad weather. Better footing for cannon. If delay continues, von Blucher may have enough time to reach us from Ligny. Collect your troops and stand ready.

      

      “Spread the word to assemble, Captain. I heard the women up earlier. Make sure you get some tack and ale. We will need our strength today to put this devil in his place.”

      “Yes, sir.” With a salute and slight bow, the soldier exited the tent.

      Kit dressed slowly, his thoughts entirely on the men in his regiment. The dream vanished from his consciousness, replaced with duty and the responsibility of hundreds of men under his charge. He prayed most of them would be standing at the end of the day but doubted it.

      

      ***

      

      Bodies lay mangled and bent. There was not a clearing large enough for a medical tent without removing corpses from the field. Kit couldn’t begin to tally the fallen. But the Allies were victorious. Waterloo had been the end of Napoleon Bonaparte. Good riddance.

      A sergeant chased off one of the local women, hacking at a dead man’s finger for his ring. The spoils were part of the incentive of the winning side, plus the prize money from the crown would be sizeable. Kit should receive at least 400 pounds. More villagers bent over the dead with pliers, pulling teeth. These were sold to make dentures and turned a nice profit for anyone who had the stomach for the work. Kit shivered in the warm evening air. Life was hard for many of these peasants, and he was not one to judge. Who knew what callouses had been scoured onto their hearts. But he knew one thing for certain. This would be Christopher Roker’s last war.

      Home. The word had been ringing in his head since the first battle cry. He’d be back in London in less than a month. His father’s scowling face and his mother’s hovering image suddenly seemed like a warm blanket he wanted to wrap around himself, and thaw out the ice that filled his bones in the middle of June. Normalcy, that’s what his soul craved. To wake up and not have lives hanging in the balance. To watch over his brother and scold him when he overdrank or gambled too much. To have the most difficult decision of the day be a ride in Hyde Park or a boxing match at Jackson’s.

      Good God, what sentimental hullabaloo filled his head these past few hours. Next, he’d be in a rocker with a blanket warming his knees.

      A day later, a courier arrived from London as he prepared to leave Brussels. He had procured lodgings in a hotel and just finished breakfast. When Kit saw the Marquess of Falsbury’s seal and his father’s handwriting on the envelope, his stomach clenched. Their family did not write socially. Something was amiss, and the nightmare he’d had just before Waterloo dashed through his mind. He cursed his fumbling fingers and broke the wax.

      

      17 June 1805

      Dear Christopher,

      Your mother is too distraught to compose a letter, so the task falls to me. Carson had a terrible accident last night. It seems he was in his usual state after the clubs, and decided to race our fastest stallion at dawn. The beast stumbled, and C. fell to his death. His neck was broken. I do not think he suffered. My only blessing in this dark time.

      You must come home immediately. I understand you were brilliant against the French and hope you’ve had your fill of the military life. You are now the Earl of Sunderland and heir to Falsbury. I desperately need help with the two hysterical females on my hands. Hurry. It’s a damnable day when a man has to bury his son.

      

      Falsbury

      

      His lungs froze. His limbs turned to lead. He couldn’t pry his fingers from the paper or his eyes from the ink. The words swam before him.

      “Are you all right, my lord?” asked the courier. “I am to take a reply back to the marquess.”

      Air finally seeped into Kit’s chest, and he drew a long, deep breath then let it out slowly. His military training would be sorely needed now. “Go down to the pub and get me a bottle of their best brandy. I will have a response when you return.” He tossed the man a coin and waited for the door to close. With a reserve he didn’t know he possessed, Kit walked slowly to the writing desk, sat down, and opened the bottle of ink. Write the letter, and then drink until you’re numb. Chin up. Chin up, his brain demanded

      He composed a short note, telling his father of his shock and concern for the family and that he would depart immediately. When the messenger returned, Kit traded the letter for the bottle and bid the man good day. He removed his uniform and exchanged it for civilian clothes, leaving the linen shirt open and boots off. Then he waited for the darkness to descend.

      “Carson, here’s to your freedom.” The amber liquid scalded his throat, and he welcomed it.

      “And here’s to finally getting your way.” The next glass didn’t burn as badly so he measured out a third. “You finally won your battle, big brother.”

      His resolve ebbed, and he sank into a chair in front of the window. A carriage drove by, people hurried down the street, a dog barked at a nervous horse. The grief was building. It had begun in his stomach and now rose to his throat, expanding and making it difficult to swallow. His jaw clenched, trying to push the pain back down. But the misery would not be ignored. It entered his head, a pounding that forced his eyes closed. Blindly, he threw back another glass of the brandy.

      “Work, damn you. I can still feel.” The stinging behind his lids brought forth more cursing. “Why? WHY?” A tear escaped, sending him into a rage.

      He threw the glass across the room with all the fury of the past week. The snifter hit the mantel and shattered into tiny shards like his composure. Rays of light poured in from the windows, the slivers of crystal winking and sparkling against the deep green carpet. Kit looked accusingly at the bright day, as if the sun had no right to shine.

      Conversations whispered in his ear. Schemes to trade places, switch roles. You be the earl. No one will ever know. You’re so much better suited to a title.  What if they had gone through with it? Would Carson still be alive? Or would he have joined the army and gotten himself killed? He might have tried law. Kit snorted, remembering his brother’s expert flummery. Yes, a barrister would have suited him. The anger resurfaced.

      “How in bloody hell do I live without my other half? Can you tell me that, you selfish bastard?” He picked up the decanter and took a long draw from the bottle then chuckled without mirth.

      “You thought I was the strongest. Always the one to bail you out of trouble, smooth things over with our father.” His voice broke. “Well, I’m in over my head now.”

      The decanter dropped from his fingers with a thud, the golden liquid seeping into the carpet as the lifeblood had seeped from his brother. The nightmare had been Carson, trying to explain what had happened. His funny, sweet, reckless brother, looking out for him in his own inept way.

      Kit clutched at his chest, at the gash in his heart. Twins were known to have an uncanny bond, and they had been no different. A part of him was dead, along with his brother. It was a grief he knew would never leave him. So he gave into the pain and let it wash over his body. “Damn you, Carson. Damn you.”
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        “But the night-dew that falls, tho' in silence it weeps,

        Shall brighten with verdure the grave where he sleeps,

        And the tear that we shed, though in secret it rolls,

        Shall long keep his memory green in our souls.”

      

      

      
        
        Thomas Moore, Oh, Breathe Not His Name

      

      

      

      
        
        June 1815

        Falsbury Estate, outside of London

      

      

      It was the perfect afternoon for a funeral. The weather and his mood had cooperated beautifully. Kit had finally achieved the numbness he’d desired and did not intend to relinquish that particular state in the near future. He studied the small church where he had spent so many Sundays as a child trying to sit quietly during a never-ending service. Carson, never good at sitting let alone quietly, always managed some kind of mischief. One Sunday, Kit remembered the peculiar sound of scratching while the new deacon rambled on nervously about the vices of gambling on horses. The old vicar’s sore throat had worsened that morning, and the recently ordained young man had been handed the sermon at the last moment and pushed onto the pulpit.

      Carson had taken advantage of the situation and pulled out a small carving blade. Lady Falsbury had begun sitting in the second row rather than the first, so she could pinch her eldest son when necessary. But he had slyly hopped over Kit just as the poor curate began to speak. With the bench in front of him hiding his hands, Carson grinned and continued his whittling. No amount of subtle elbow nudging from his brother or warning glares from his mother impeded his mission.

      “What’s it supposed to mean?” he had asked Carson before their mother had climbed into the carriage. “Are you trying to get me in trouble along with you?”

      “They’d never blame you. It’s always me, whether I did or not.” His brother had sounded indignant—no, melancholy. It had been one of the few serious conversations Kit could remember. “It was for God. I wanted to remind him that we are from the same cut. So when he has mercy on you, he’ll spare some for me. Our parents never listen to us, so maybe God will.”

      Kit’s thumb now ran over the letters C-A-R-K-I-T as he sat again in the second pew, the memory turning his mouth in a sad smile. I hope you received both our shares of mercy, he thought. The tears and sniffles of his mother and sister-in-law accompanied the droning of the vicar, who regaled the small group on the wonderful qualities of the deceased. How amused Carson would be at all the fuss in his honor. After the service, Lord Falsbury helped his wife into the carriage. Lady Eliza, in a sudden show of defiance, insisted on going to her husband’s grave.

      “We had little enough time together as it was. I am not ready to leave him just yet.” Her head snapped up and her chin thrust out, making the black veil quiver around her neck. She really was a pathetic creature. So frail and thin. Her heart-shaped face was pale, and the dark circles under her eyes were not hidden by the sheer crape. What kind of relationship had she shared with his brother? He doubted Carson had loved the woman. Yet, the tears and sorrow were genuine. His eyes veered skyward. Did she touch that heart of yours, brother? Is it comforting to know a woman cries for you?

      He swore something swatted the back of his head. Of course Carson would be pleased someone shed tears at his funeral. He covered his chuckle with a cough and followed the sparse group to the mausoleum. Kit fingered the small gold “W” on his lapel while the vicar intoned yet another prayer. Lady Eliza had given the small pin to him.

      “This was on his favorite tailcoat. The one he always wore out with his friends. Sometimes I saw it on his neck cloth. I think it was important to him, so you should have it.” She had pinned the letter onto Kit’s collar.

      He studied the small group inside the family’s mausoleum. To his right stood the estate manager and another man he did not recognize. From his dress, the stranger was a gentleman. A flash caught his eye, and he spotted the same “W” on the man’s cravat that Carson had worn. Coincidence? He doubted it. His years in the king’s army had taught him there were few of those in life.

      The praying came to a blessed end and the party shuffled outside into the growing heat. Kit told his father not to wait, preferring to walk home. The exercise would do him good. The life of soldier was not this blasted sedentary.

      “Lord Sunderland, may I offer my condolences?” The man removed his hat, revealing a once dark head of hair, now mostly gray. His green eyes offered sympathy. “Your brother was a good man, though a bit wayward. But many of us are.”

      “Us?” Kit didn’t like being at a disadvantage. “And you are?”

      “Pardon me, I am the Earl of Coventry. ”

      “It seems we have a jeweler in common,” Kit replied with a guarded smile as rubbed his thumb over the “W” on his lapel. “May I ask what it represents?”

      “It stands for Wicked. Wicked Earls.” Lord Coventry smiled. “And no, we are not all lascivious rakes, though my club protects the privacy of whatever dark desires my clients may have. It is a discreet membership.”

      “And my brother was part of this elite group?” Kit raised one eyebrow. “I am not surprised.”

      “We share another common friend, the Earl of Weston.”

      “Edward? I’ve known him since he was knee-high.” Kit smiled broadly for the first time in weeks. “By god, I need to get in touch with him. He was a bit younger but managed to keep up with us.”

      “He was not able to attend today, so I came in his stead. We are getting together next week at the club in honor of the late earl. Reminiscing, sharing stories, that sort of thing.” He handed Kit a card with the “W” insignia. “I thought you might like to join us.”

      Kit took the card, ignored the pang in his chest, and looked sideways at Coventry. “So not all of London thought him a devil?”

      “No, there was more to Sunderland than he let on to the ton. Still waters and all that…”

      “Ha! There was nothing still about my brother!”

      “No, I suppose you are right. Though he did manage to slow down a bit.” The earl laughed and placed his hat back on his head. “Hope to see you next week, my lord. Again, my condolences. Bloody shame.”

      Kit watched the earl walk away, signaling at a horse and driver down the road. A phaeton pulled up, and Coventry leapt into it with the grace and speed of a much younger man. He wondered about the wicked earls. They couldn’t be so bad if Weston was one of them. He hadn’t seen his childhood friend since Carson’s wedding. It would useful and heartening to have a trusted friend in his corner now that he was home.

      When he returned to the estate, his father was waiting for him in the library with brandy poured. “I don’t usually partake this early in the afternoon but it feels like it’s been a bloody long day,” Falsbury handed Kit a crystal glass. “Sit down, son. There is much to discuss and no use putting it off.”

      Laying his dark tail-coat over the back of a chair, he leaned against the fireplace mantel and removed his cravat. “Where shall we start?”

      Falsbury handed him a glass then settled himself behind his desk. “First, your brother had a few vowels left unpaid. I’d appreciate you taking care of those debts as soon as possible.”

      Kit nodded. “Was he in deep?”

      “No, surprisingly. He gambled often but not heavily. Never hung on my sleeve.” He stared out the window, a distressed look on his face. “I feel as if it were all wasted time. If I’d known what would happen, I’d have skipped all those confrontations.”

      “How were we to know?” Streaks of late afternoon sunlight speckled the desk and highlighted the gray in his father’s hair. The lines around his eyes and mouth had deepened. He had aged years since Kit had last seen him. “You’re right—we are starting over. I don’t know anything about running Falsbury or your other estates.”

      “You will learn. God can’t possibly take both of my sons.” His brown eyes watered; he turned his head and cleared his throat. “At least you have the temperament for the title. It won’t be an uphill battle.”

      “Yes, I’ve always been the obedient son. Then again, I haven’t been forced to do anything I dislike.” He took a sip of the brandy and appreciated the slow burn down his throat. “But I am a man of honor and will do my duty.”

      “I know you will, Christopher. Perhaps the two of you should have switched identities. I know Carson tried to convince you of it.” With a heavy sigh, the older man turned back to the papers on his desk. “So many legalities to deal with, I’m afraid. The solicitor will finish drawing up the papers to name you the fifth Earl of Sunderland and heir to Falsbury. The second son is now a future marquess. How does it feel?”

      “Bloody awful. The title will take a bit of getting used to, I suppose.”

      “And then there is Lady Sund—er, Lady Eliza,” he added, drumming his fingers on the desk. “I assume she will return home to her family. Her father sent word that he’ll make arrangements as soon as we are ready.”

      “Her father is a demmed sneaksby, you know that.” Kit remembered the conversation with Lady Grace over a year ago. “He beats his women. I can’t imagine she’ll want to go back to that.”

      The marquess waved a hand. “That’s not my concern. She’ll have a tidy income until she remarries, so as a widow she can do what she wants. I don’t see her having enough backbone to be independent, but as I said, it will be her decision.”

      “I need to go to London next week, so I can stop at the solicitor’s office then.” Kit decided his next conversation would be with the widow. “Shall we meet for a set time each day to begin familiarizing me with my duties and your expectations?”

      “Always the military man, eh? Even as a boy, you liked routine, everything orderly and kept in its place. But you used to smile more. It was the one thing you and your brother had in common. The war, I suppose?”

      Kit grunted. “It certainly doesn’t lighten one’s disposition, does it?”

      “No, I imagine not.” His father tipped his head and finished off the brandy. “I feel old today. First time in my life that the years are weighing on me.”

      “Unpleasant for all of us. If there’s nothing else, my lord, I need to check on Mother.” He picked up his tailcoat then paused. “Would it have made a difference if I’d been here?”

      His father smiled weakly and shook his head. “That’s the irony of this tragedy. Carson had come around. No more rumors of him at the brothels or gaming-hells, no revel rousing. He treated his wife with polite deference and even appeared to enjoy her company. I had such high hopes.”

      When the old man’s gaze wandered to the window again, Kit slipped quietly out of the room. Good god, how was he going to do this? He already missed the army. It held a security, an assurance of what the future would bring—if one didn’t fall in battle. But that was a price every soldier had to be willing to pay. At his age, how did one start over? Learning how to manage the estates wouldn’t be a problem, he reasoned. He managed hundreds of men from all classes. It was the whole marriage and heir predicament. Now he knew how Carson had felt. Except this had been sprung on him like a hunting trap. And there was no escape.

      With a knock, he entered the drawing room where his mother sat reading a bible. She was still an attractive woman, her cheeks still smooth and only a few streaks of gray threaded her ebony hair. “Can I get you anything, Mother?”

      She lifted her red-rimmed eyes and held out her hand. “A kiss from my son? It will provide me with more comfort than this book.”

      “Of course,” he replied, bending over her to place one on her soft cheek. “Anything else? I wanted to speak to Lady Eliza. Would it be better if you came along?”

      Her face brightened with the subject. “Such a sweet, precious girl. She’s been great company for me since the wedding. Everything a woman could want in a daughter.”

      “Do you know if she has made any plans?”

      “No. Why don’t you ring for a servant, and we’ll send for her.”

      Kit obliged, and while they waited, Lady Falsbury confided she didn’t want her daughter-in-law to leave. “If she could stay for a while, it would be such a comfort to have her near until I am…better.”

      The woman in question appeared at the threshold. “My lord, Lady Falsbury, you wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, please come in and make yourself comfortable. We were just talking about the future.” He noticed her drawn face, the pinched expression. “Are you feeling up to it?”

      “Sit down, my dear,” Lady Falsbury murmured as she patted a chair next to her own. “It can wait for another day if you are not quite yourself yet.”

      Lady Eliza shook her head. “No, I’m well enough. Thank you for inquiring, Lord Sun…Sunderland.”

      When she faltered over the name, he cringed. “It will take some time for all of us to become accustomed to my title. When we are in private, perhaps it may be better for both of us if you call me Kit.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “My father is under the impression you will return to your family. My mother is hoping you will grace us with your presence for a while longer. We are in no hurry to see you go.” He paused. Her fidgeting had intensified and a perfect crease appeared on the lap of her black dress. “Am I distressing you, Lady Eliza?”

      “That will depend on your reaction.” She blinked twice then lowered her eyes again, her fingers pulling on a strand of blonde hair. “I fear I am carrying Carson’s baby.”

      Silence. The kind of early morning silence just before the sun bursts over the horizon. And burst it did.

      “Oh, my dear,” cried his mother, tears spilling from her dark eyes. “Are you sure? You are with child?”

      With only a nod in confirmation, her eyes remained pinned to her leather shoes, peeping out from the bombazine skirt.

      Surprise attack, punched in the gut. Kit swiped a hand over his face as the implications of this news came over him. A reprieve? Possibly. Did he want to be held at bay? Left dangling here in England while he waited to see if the title would be his or given to a bawling infant? Bloody hell, a complication he hadn’t foreseen.

      “Lady Eliza, you realize what this means?” he asked quietly. She nodded once again. “Well, may I be the first to congratulate you.”

      Her head lifted, her violet eyes swimming in unshed tears. “You are not angry?”

      To his astonishment, some of the darkness had lifted from his soul. A baby. A nephew. Carson’s child. “No, my dear sister. I’m very happy, very happy indeed.” He held out his hands, and she rose to clutch them in her own as he kissed each of her cheeks. “That answers one question. You won’t be leaving us any time soon.”

      A tremulous smile grew, transforming her face from haggard to lovely. The women’s joy swelled his heart. Yes, this was good news.

      “Eliza, what have you eaten today? We need to get sustenance in that scrawny body. My grandson will have a hearty appetite.” Lady Falsbury wiped the tears from her face, the pale blue eyes brightening. “Christopher, ring for a light luncheon, please. I find my appetite has also returned. Oh, fetch your father but have some brandy on the ready.”
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        “There is no charm equal to tenderness of heart.”

        JANE AUSTEN, EMMA
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      “I don’t mean to sound harsh, but there is no need to stay with Eliza now.” Lord Boldon spread out his hands. “The family will be in mourning with no possibility of entertaining until next season.”

      “Yes, Papa, but I’m going for different reasons now. I would be with her already if you had allowed me to attend the funeral.” Grace gave her father a mutinous look.

      He wagged a finger at her. “Women do not have the constitution for such affairs. Lady Falsbury would not have approved. She only attended the church service, and it was her son.”

      “That’s balderdash and you know it. I should have been there for Eliza.” Grace was not letting this go, even as the tears stung the back of her eyes. When Mama died, neither her aunt nor cousin had been allowed to visit. She remembered how much it would have meant to her to have Eliza there. “I know what it feels like to be alone in time of sorrow.”

      She shouldn’t have said it. Her hand went to her mouth, and she shook her head. “Oh, Papa. I’m so sorry. I’m such a dimwit. I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “You did, and you are right. I wasn’t there for you when your mother died. I was drowning in self-pity, and you manned the ship until I could steer it again.” He held out his arms, and she hugged him fiercely. He held her for a moment, stroking her back. “Oh, my sweet. I worry such a visit will steal the brightness from your eyes.”

      “I’ll be fine. I have come up with a plan.”

      He chuckled. “Another plan? Please tell me there is a husband somewhere at the end of this latest scheme of yours.”

      “This is no longer about marriage. Eliza is with child and in mourning. She needs me. Please, Papa, we cannot deny her our love and support when she needs us the most.” She held one of his big hands in both of hers. “A woman’s worst enemy is her own imagination. With our history in the birthing bed, she will need a trusted voice to calm her fears. Think of your niece. Think of Mama. She would be horrified if we did not do everything in our power to help her sister’s only child.”

      Her father puffed out his cheeks and blew the air out dramatically. “When you put it like that, I see no way to refuse. But this matter is only postponed.”

      “Yes, Papa. Oh thank you,” she gushed then wiped at the corners of her eyes with her palm and stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek.

      As she left the library, her mind whirled with arrangements she needed to make and the necessary packing. There was so much to do.

      “Sammy, Sammy, I need your help.” She called to her little brother who once again perched on the top of the landing. “And don’t you dare ride down that bannister.”

      With a grin, the little boy gave a salute, lay down on the gleaming wood, and slid to the bottom step. “I didn’t fall on my bum this time, Gracie. I’m getting better.”

      “Watch your language, you impudent child. Now, we are leaving in less than a week to visit cousin Eliza. You need to make a list of what I should pack for you. Not all of your toys, mind you, but don’t forget anything important.”

      “Like Thor,” he offered. “He would be very upset if I left him behind.”

      “Yes, you would both be devastated. He would not like to miss this adventure.” Thor was Sammy’s wooden warhorse. The local carpenter had made it for her mother just before his birth.

      “And my toy theater,” he added. “I wager Eliza would like to watch some of our plays.”

      “I’m sure she will enjoy them immensely.”

      “And my whirligig, I can’t⁠—”

      “Make a list. Don’t worry about the correct spelling or have your Mr. Chenwick help with it.”

      “I can write my letters all by myself now,” he said with lips pursed, eyes scrunched, and arms crossed over his chest. His pout was adorable. When he stomped his foot, the dark blue breeches fell back over his knees.

      She crossed her own arms and screwed up her face in imitation. “I remember now why you’re so good at plays and drama. Now, get up those stairs and make that list. I won’t be responsible if it’s not on your list.”

      

      Grace was excited to stay at Falsbury for a month but still had a knot in her stomach about the pregnancy. Her cousin’s letter had been filled with sadness and joy. She read it again, an intense protectiveness filling her chest.

      

      Dearest Grace,

      This must be a dreadful dream. I will wake up soon and cry with relief, but until then, my heart is breaking. Carson is dead. One moment he is kissing me good night, off to the clubs with Lord Weston. The next, I’m roused from my bed to learn he has fallen from a horse and broken his neck. How will I bear it?

      I know we were not a love match, but he was so good to me, Gracie. So tender and considerate and like no man I have ever known. Why would God give me such happiness for such a short time? I lay awake wondering if I would have been better off never knowing such affection.

      My only consolation is his child growing inside me. He made me promise to keep it our secret for awhile. He wanted to savor the moment, he said, before his father sucked the joy from it. He was so happy, and I thought I was the luckiest of women. Now I will have to tell them alone, without him by my side. Oh, pray that I have a daughter, so I may keep her to myself. They won’t care about a useless little girl, but I would cherish her. A small part of Carson left behind for me.

      I need you, Gracie. I need your strength and your common sense. Please come to me when you can.

      

      Your loving cousin,

      Eliza

      

      Her first reaction to Eliza’s terrible and wonderful news had been tears. Tears for a dead man who had shown kindness to a lonely, frightened girl. Tears for a woman who would now raise a child without his father. Tears for the ghastly possibility the reaper might return and take Eliza from her. And then relief no one had witnessed her breakdown. She had fretted, considered begging off the invitation with a poor excuse. She wanted to offer solace but would Eliza’s swelling belly bring back all the fear and horror of that awful day? Her father’s concern had not been trivial.

      Her apprehension was short-lived, though. Grace considered herself a problem-solver. Whining won’t help. Find a resolution, her mother had always said. After extensive reading and long conversations with the local doctor, chemist, and midwife, she found a practical solution. There were now male practitioners that specialized in birthing. Her present mission was to convince Lady Falsbury the baby should be born in London, where an accoucheur could be engaged in advance and sent for immediately. The family certainly had enough influence to make that happen. If she could put her own mind at ease, Eliza would also be free from anxiety.

      

      The next few days were hectic. There was so much to pack and instructions to give so the estate would continue to run smoothly while she was gone. Her father would escort them to Falsbury and return the following week. She was glad to have him along. He was more comfort than he realized and very good company. Seated at a small table in the library, Grace went over her final notes. A light breeze rippled the pale blue draperies, distracting her with the soft but crisp sound of silk against taffeta. With a sigh, she took in the vivid purples, pinks, and reds of the lilies, carnations, and lobelia that vied for attention in the garden.

      The terrible twist in her gut, her terror of childbirth, had dissipated. Perhaps it would all work out. Women lost husbands, women had babies, life went on. As long as she was not one of those women.

      Sammy burst through the door, a paper clenched in his chubby little fist. His cheeks were pink, complementing his red waistcoat. Such a little gentleman…until he opened his mouth.

      “I have the list,” he said in his loud but practiced grown-up voice. She nodded to let him know she had heard and dipped the point into the inkpot to finish her instructions.

      “G-R-A-C-I-E, I H-A-V-E THE L-I-S-T!”

      She cringed, hands clamping over her ears. “Samuel Beaumont, did you see me acknowledge you?”

      With a grin, he nodded.

      “Then why did you scream?”

      “You weren’t looking at me,” he said indignantly.

      “I don’t need my eyes to hear you, young man. It is improper to raise your voice in front of a woman,” she lectured, pointing the quill at him. “Apologize.”

      “But you’re not a woman, you’re my sister.”

      “I am still a female so you will practice your manners on me.” She leaned back in the chair, knowing this would not happen in a snap. He had inherited their mother’s argumentative nature.

      “But Papa says when a man comes to you with an important matter, he should get your full attention. So you have to look at me.” Samuel stood straight, shoulders back, as if waiting for his own apology.

      “That is not the way to go about it. You should wait patiently until I lift my head.”

      He stuck out his bottom lip. “I’m sorry if you thought my patience was too loud.”

      Well, Grace supposed that would have to do. She held out her arms, and he ran into them. Wiggling onto her lap, he tried to smooth the crumpled parchment on the table. “I think I have everything. Read it.”
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