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      I love you.
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      The Duke of Ashby was never one to wait upon anyone. His temper simmered, bubbling in his chest as his fingers drummed a slow cadence on the battered tabletop, the scent of ale still lingering in the air. If the Duke of Dudley didn’t show his face within the next quarter of an hour, Ashby would leave for home.

      Ashby pulled his pocket watch out, checked the time, and then stood to leave as Mr. Barnes, Ashby’s valet, slipped through the door and gave a curt nod. Dudley had arrived. Ashby grumbled. “Tell him to wait in the tavern room until I am ready.”

      No one made Ashby wait. Not even another duke. Especially not one who was riddled with scandal. Ashby removed the folded parchment from his coat once more. The cryptic message had been intriguing enough to pull him from the comfort of his home to this reprehensible dwelling on such short notice. If Dudley was wasting his time…

      Ashby sat in the most comfortable of the wingback chairs. He’d tested each upon arrival. Never one to give up his advantages, he took the best and left Dudley the one where the cushion sank in a little. When he was ready, he yelled out for Barnes. It took less than a minute for his valet to summon Dudley.

      Dudley crashed through the parlor door, taking no care to shut it behind him as he threw himself into the chair across from Ashby. The moment the cushion sank, Dudley’s mood soured. He shifted a bit in his chair, face contorting, until he realized there was no comfort to be found.

      Barnes made quick work of the door, closing them in the privacy of the parlor. He poured two glasses of port and served them before taking his place in the corner.

      “Well, Dudley, what have you to say for yourself?” Ashby tested the port. It was palatable, but not tempting enough to have more than a sip at a time.

      “Ashby, I cannot thank you enough for meeting me this night. There is much to discuss.” Dudley was out of breath, his journey much farther than the five miles Ashby had traveled that night.

      There was no need for him to speak. He wouldn’t thank the other man for pulling him away from his hearth on that cold rainy night. Instead, Ashby sat in anticipation as to what news was so dire they had to meet…and the reason Dudley had chosen this particular coaching inn.

      Dudley took a sip of the port, then took in more of the liquid before settling back against the cushioned chair. He moved about once more, attempting to find a comfortable position, but Ashby knew there would be no comfort in that chair.

      “No doubt you have heard of my predicament.”

      It wasn’t common knowledge yet, but secrets of this nature had a way of finding themselves on the wagging tongues of Society’s matrons. Ashby knew of the duke’s dilemma, but only because he had a valet who was skilled at drawing information out of fellow servants.

      “You do not think I am the source?”

      “No, of course not. Although my issue does involve you.”

      “As you claimed in your letter, yet, we have been sitting here for a full five minutes, and I have not heard a word of how your troubles affect me.”

      Dudley sighed, “My brother has evidence that I am your father’s illegitimate child.”

      Ashby smiled. His father hadn’t been a prude and had likely been in more than one duchess’s bed during his lifetime, but that didn’t mean he had to take responsibility for another man’s mistakes. He didn’t even care to take responsibility for his own by-blows.

      “I am still waiting for my part in this matter.”

      Slamming his glass upon the table, Dudley pushed it aside, knocking it to the ground before pulling himself out of the armchair. “It is possible I am your brother.”

      “Not at all, Dudley. For if you were, we would have the same mother. My mother birthed me and my two younger brothers and one sister. We are all legitimate. Any children of uncertain birth cannot make claim to being in my family.”

      “Can you not see a resemblance between us?”

      Ashby had always found nervous tension, when it did not belong to him, to be amusing. The shaking of Dudley’s legs, equal to a newborn foal learning to walk, made Ashby all the more gleeful to be witness in this moment. He might not find the coaching inn to his standards, but the entertainment was top notch.

      “What would you have me do about it? I have no evidence to deny your brother’s allegations. Truth always has a way of finding its way to the surface. Although he is long dead and his bones are well on their way to becoming dust, my father was most assuredly a bounder.”

      Dudley kicked the chair he’d sat in moments before, sending it toppling backward. “Did he not keep a journal? A list of the women in the beau monde who warmed his bed?”

      “Of course he did. He could not very well have his children marrying half siblings.”

      “I wish to see the list.”

      Folding his arms as he adjusted his position, Ashby considered the request. There was nothing for him in the exchange. No profit. He didn’t need money, nor did he need Dudley to stake a claim to parentage. “I fail to see how this could benefit me.”

      “It is not about you, Ashby.” Dudley’s shaking stopped, his eyes narrowing. “I wish to destroy all evidence of my mother’s infidelity. If my brother cannot prove his claims, he cannot take the request to the House of Lords. My title would be secure.”

      Ashby waved his hand to Mr. Barnes. The valet rushed across the room, a cigar at the ready. Once it was lit, Ashby puffed a few times before setting it upon the table next to his partial glass of port. “He must have a source, elsewise, his claim would have no validity, and you would not be begging for my assistance. Have you made your complete request, or is there more to our little visit?”

      The duke ran his shaking hand through his hair. “There is more.”

      “Out with it, Dudley. I am in no humor for your games.”

      Dudley righted the chair and then sat once more, a grimace causing his nostrils to flare as he moved about on the flat cushion. “I need you to refuse Lord Haughton’s pursuit of your daughter, Lady Charlotte.”

      Licking his lips, Ashby shook his head. “I have no reason to deny my daughter’s happiness. Haughton has not made the request yet, but he arrives at Wentworth Hall at the start of the new week.”

      “I need access to the library at Cholmondeley Hall. The previous marchioness was friends with my mother. Her journal is the source of my brother’s claims.”

      “Then make a request of the marquess.”

      “It would be most prudent to keep this information silent. I do not want all of Society knowing of my brother’s claim. If my daughter marries Lord Haughton, she can find the passage in the late marchioness’s journal and destroy the evidence. No one need know about my mother’s dalliance with your father.”

      Ashby stood. He straightened his frock coat, took one last puff on his cigar and then threw it into the grate. “Dudley, when I have no other options before me, I generally kill the man who is plaguing or threatening me. I suggest you rid the world of your younger brother. His allegations will go with him to the grave.”

      “Do you think I have not considered that option? He has sons who are aware of his claims. I cannot kill them all. It would be far too suspicious.”

      “Then you have only one option left.” Ashby gathered his things as he walked toward the door. “You must find a way to make this an advantageous exchange. Elsewise, I shall keep my father’s dalliances to myself, and when Lord Haughton offers for my daughter, I shall accept his request with the happiness it deserves.”

      He didn’t wait for a response. Ashby left walking through the main room of the coaching inn as a rat scurried across the poorly kept floor. His horse stood waiting outside, the rain having stopped while he’d been waiting for Dudley. He mounted and was well on his way back to Wentworth Hall before he realized the Duke of Dudley’s request might well be lucrative to him, if he played his cards with perfection.

      Ashby never entered a bargain without personal gain and the assurance that he would become victor, which meant, he could use Dudley’s predicament to his own advantage. His daughter would be disappointed for a time, but he didn’t need Lord Haughton as a son-in-law. There were other men Charlotte could marry. In time, she would forget the earl. If Dudley agreed to the terms, Ashby may well find a way to make himself the new Prime Minister of England before the end of the year.
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      Charlotte bounced on the tips of her toes as Lord Haughton exited the post-chaise. He was tall, dark haired, and terribly handsome, but even more important, he admired her. He’d admitted as much the night before her family had left London only a fortnight previously.

      Her mother placed a calming hand upon her arm. “Quiet dignity, Charlotte.”

      The reminder was all she needed to push aside the desire to run the distance from where she stood to where Lord Haughton was assisting his mother and sisters from the carriage. “Do you think he will ask for my hand tonight?”

      “Patience, my dear.” Her mother patted her arm. “You must not forget, he needs Ashby’s approval before he can make a request.”

      Ashby was the reason she was not already engaged. If her father hadn’t quitted town so early, Lord Haughton would not have delayed in seeking his blessing upon their union. Turning to her mother, she reached out and grabbed her arm. “He would not deny a request for my hand, would he?”

      “No, dearest. Not when you have captured the heart of a wealthy and titled gentleman. Ashby will be very proud.”

      Charlotte smiled, her happiness increasing as Lord Haughton crossed the yard, walking directly to her. He took her hand, bending over it as he kissed her knuckles. “My lady, it has been far too long.”

      She would have agreed instantly, if her heart wasn’t skipping in her chest. It was silly that after their courtship of two months, she still lost her composure each time he was near. Her response was delayed and filled with an airiness that made her sound silly. “Yes, far too long.”

      As he turned to her mother and the rest of her family, Charlotte’s cheeks heated watching them greet the earl. She stood back, watching her brothers greet her soon-to-be husband, and then she accepted his arm as he introduced her to his parents. She hadn’t met Lord and Lady Cholmondeley. They’d not attended the spring session of Parliament, choosing to stay at their home in Cheshire for the last few months. Once she’d met his parents, he introduced his two sisters. “This is Lady Lillian and Lady Hazel.”

      Charlotte curtsied. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Lady Lillian took hold of Charlotte’s free hand. “We shall be the best of friends, or so I hope.”

      “I wish for that as well.” Charlotte looked to the younger of the two girls, hoping for a similar exchange, but found the girl examining her.

      “She is very pretty, Garrett.”

      Charlotte’s blush deepened. Did the youngest sister approve? Or was the comment a warning that beauty did not equal character? If it was, would that alter Lord Haughton’s opinion of her?

      It was true, she had long been informed that her beauty was equal to that of the goddess Demeter. With blonde hair that matched the golden rays of the sun and deep blue eyes like the ocean, she never failed to catch the notice of eligible gentlemen. But the only man who had made her heart yearn was standing next to her. He was the one with whom she wanted to spend the rest of her life.

      “Then you approve, Hazel?”

      Hazel nodded, “Of course, brother. I wish only for your happiness.”

      Charlotte tilted her head to the side so she could see Lord Haughton’s response. It was exactly as she hoped—his gaze was upon her, his chocolate eyes drinking in her features. There was no reason for her to doubt his intentions. This visit had one purpose, and as soon as her father gave his approval, they would enter an engagement and post the banns.

      She would have led him to her father’s den that very moment, if the sound of another carriage hadn’t startled her out of the moment with Lord Haughton. She turned, the question of who could possibly arrive at such an inopportune moment lingering in her mind as she watched the carriage stop directly behind the one from which Lord Haughton and his family had alit only moments before, The Duke of Dudley rode up beside the carriage upon his horse. He slid off the animal, handed the reins to a servant, and then assisted the duchess and their daughter, Lady Ruby, from the conveyance.

      “Your Grace, what an unexpected surprise,” Duchess Ashby said as she greeted their new arrivals. Do tell me, what has brought you to Wentworth Hall?”

      Charlotte turned at the sound of her father’s heavy footsteps, a flash of irritation burning in her chest as she noticed he walked past her guests to greet the duke. Of course, rank must be observed, but it did hurt that her father hadn’t thought Lord Haughton and his family important enough to meet their carriage. “Dudley, I am glad to see you were not delayed.”

      “Not at all, Ashby.”

      A silent exchange between her parents left Charlotte unsettled. Her mother truly hadn’t known of the additional guests, which meant an argument would ensue. Although, the duke and duchess would keep it to their chambers and out of the hearing of their guests, she did not care to have tension in the home while the man she loved sought her hand in marriage.

      Charlotte smiled up at Lord Haughton hoping her embarrassment over Ashby’s snub of his family would not convince him to climb back into his carriage and leave. Thankfully, his attention was solely focused upon her, as it had been before the interruption. Just when she was certain there would be no further surprises, another carriage arrived, this one with a horse tethered to the rear.

      “It seems we have a party,” Charlotte said as Lord Riley and his sister, Lady Violet alighted from the carriage. She was disappointed in how the day was turning away from her eventual engagement with Lord Haughton. That had been the purpose of his arrival at Wentworth Hall. They were to learn more about each other, post banns, and find happiness. Whatever charade her father had planned, she prayed it would not derail her future.
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      “You have a glint of mischief in your eyes.” Lady Arundel held out a glass of lemonade, a smile tugging on the corners of her lips.

      “Oh?” Charlotte asked. She tried to soften her gaze, but wasn’t certain how to do it, leastwise not while she stood in full view of Lady Ruby flirting with the man who was in residence to court her.

      “You have no need for concern. I have rarely seen a man so smitten as Lord Haughton is with you.”

      “Many a man’s eyes have been drawn to another woman, especially when she is as flirtatious as Lady Ruby.”

      “True, but Lord Haughton does not seem amused.”

      Charlotte accepted the glass of lemonade. She liked Lady Arundel. They’d only been sisters a few short months, and during that time Emma and Arundel had been away on a wedding tour, but she’d come to know her new sister the prior year and had decided Emma was the perfect match for Arundel. Not only that, but Emma blended into their family as effortlessly as a Shakesperean sonnet captured the essence of love.

      “Why would my father invite other guests? This was supposed to be a meeting of our families.” Charlotte took a sip of her drink, grateful for something to keep her mouth occupied. If she was not careful, a smile would give way to the terrible plans she had rolling around in her head for Lady Ruby. That was, if the lady continued to throw herself in Lord Haughton’s path.

      Emma followed the line of sight, her eyebrow slightly raising as though she could hear the devious plans taking shape. “We could match her with Charles.”

      A slight nod of the head and a pointed glare at her sister-in-law caused the countess to take a sip of her own drink. “That is one option.”

      “If you wish to torture your younger brother.”

      Charlotte had to agree. Since Lady Ruby’s arrival that morning, she’d made her presence known by chattering on in a silly manner. But Charles would not have a chance with her, as all her efforts it seemed were in pursuit of Lord Haughton.

      Charlotte tipped her head to the side, excited at the prospect of discussing the matter with someone who could offer a welcome opinion. “Do you think she knew Lord Haughton would be here? Or is this a lady taking an opportunity of being in the same house with a handsome and genuine man?”

      “Are those my only options?”

      “For now.”

      “In truth, I think the Duke of Dudley has business with the Duke of Ashby. Therefore, I will choose the latter since you have allowed me to select only one of the options.”

      “What of Lord Riley? She could flirt with him.”

      “Lord Riley?” Emma’s voice rose in pitch. “I would not trust that rake with a lady I despised.”

      “Not even Lady Olivia?”

      “You mean Lady Folly…and no, not even she deserves a man as wretched as Lord Riley. Thankfully she is happily settled, and I need not contend with her any longer.”

      Charlotte had to agree. Emma was right about the viscount. Lord Riley’s reputation would make any woman of reputable breeding keep a chaperone on her arm. But she cared nothing for Lord Riley. Her concern was for Lord Haughton. “Why does he not excuse himself from the conversation? He need only find a reason to leave her side and come to me.”

      “There is no need to fret, dearest. Until you are wed, Lord Haughton must maintain propriety.”

      “You are correct. But that does not mean I must stand across the room and watch as she bats her eyes a thousand and one times.” Charlotte held her glass of lemonade with both hands. “Guide me on how best to approach him in this situation. What did you do to secure my brother’s heart and an offer of marriage?”

      Emma smirked, her eyes brightening at the memories. “You know very well that it was love at first sight for Arundel and me. If it is advice you seek, Anne would be more helpful.”

      “Where is Anne?”

      “Under the weather. The trip from Sussex has done her little good.”

      “I am sorry to hear it.” Charlotte took another sip of lemonade. “I do hope she is well enough by morning.”

      “As do I. But let us consider your situation.” Emma placed a hand on Charlotte’s as her gaze drifted back to Lord Haughton. “Have you attempted to speak with him since his arrival?”

      “No. He spent the afternoon resting. Now, it hardly seems proper for me to rush over and push my way into their tête-à-tête.”

      “Then we shall find my husband and convince him to assist in the matter.” Emma nodded in the direction of the hallway as her husband entered. He searched the room, and when his gaze landed upon the two women, he made his way directly to them. As he approached, Emma reached out and took his hand. “Arundel, we need your assistance.”

      “I am afraid it will have to wait. Edward has sent for a physician. Anne’s condition has worsened.”

      “Then…” Emma took in a staggered breath, her hand grasping Arundel’s arm to steady herself. “Will she lose this one as well?”

      “I am afraid so.”

      “I must go to her.” Emma left, the happy conversation of moments before deadened with the news of another miscarriage.

      Arundel watched his wife as she nearly ran from the room. When she was gone, he turned back to her. “Charlotte, I trust you will not speak a word of this. Ashby will be even more insufferable if he learns of Lady Edward’s condition.”

      A second miscarriage. The first had occurred soon after Edward and Anne had taken up residence at their home in Sussex. The duke had raged at Edward after the first—he’d traveled to Sussex and demanded Lady Edward provide his son with an heir or suffer the consequences of an annulment.

      Her presence at Wentworth Hall would make it impossible to hide the miscarriage from the duke. She hated herself for thinking this was one more obstacle to derail her plans with Lord Haughton. She needed her father to approve of their engagement. If he were to be in a foul temper, it was possible he’d deny Haughton out of a bit of pleasure.

      “I shall keep silent upon the matter. Although I do not know how you will keep a physician’s visit from Ashby.”

      “That is my duty. I plan to keep Ashby at the gambling tables until he is too far into his cups to take himself up to his bedchamber. The duke will have no recollection of this night, I vow to see to that.”

      “What can I do? I would like to help Edward and Anne.”

      Arundel took a step to the side, and then made his way to stand behind her. He placed his hands on her shoulders, pointing her in the direction of Lord Haughton. Leaning forward, he whispered in her ear. “He is a good and generous man. You will not find a better option in all the world.”

      Her breath caught in her throat as she listened to her brother’s endorsement of the earl. “How shall I pull him away from Lady Ruby?”

      “Speak of things you have in common. He is a talented artist. Watercolor enthusiast. But I think you already know these things. Therefore, you only need flash your pretty smile and he will follow you like a bee to honey. Men are not complicated, especially when they are already in love.”

      Charlotte laughed as she turned to meet Arundel’s gaze. “You are wicked, brother.”

      He again pointed her toward the earl, “Not so wicked as the duke, and you must admit, my intentions are purely in your favor.” With that, he gave her a tiny push in the direction of the Earl of Haughton.

      Charlotte placed her glass of lemonade on the table as she smoothed the front of her dress. She planned to cross the room and draw Lord Haughton’s attention to her—and only her. She gathered her courage and was halfway across the room when her foot connected with something quite hard, knocking her off balance. Charlotte tried to catch herself but found the floor racing toward her face as arms wrapped around her waist.

      Thankful she hadn’t hit the ground, Charlotte looked up to see her protector. She became increasingly uncomfortable as she looked into the eyes of Lord Riley. Once she was stable and on her feet, she dipped her head in his direction. “Thank you, my lord.”

      “You are most welcome, my lady.”

      She gave him a thankful nod and turned to leave as Lord Riley’s sister rushed to her side. “Lady Charlotte!” Lady Violet’s shrill cry stopped all conversation around them as she pulled Charlotte into her embrace. “I cannot imagine the terror of finding myself in such a predicament. It was fortunate my brother was nearby and ready to save you from a catastrophic injury.”

      “I am most thankful for his assistance.” Attention from misfortune was not the consideration she looked for from men. She wanted Lord Haughton to see her as a countess—his future countess and, when the time came, a marchioness. A woman of grace, beauty, and intellect.

      “I cannot imagine the distress this must have brought upon you.” As though she and her brother had been standing nearby seeking an opportunity, Lady Violet now pulled Lord Riley to her. “Riley, please escort Lady Charlotte safely to the sofa.”

      “I am well enough and not in need of assistance.” The last person Charlotte wanted near her for any length of time was Lord Riley. The man was a brute. She’d heard the rumors while in London. If a woman wanted to keep her virtue, she did not seek Lord Riley’s favor.

      “Lady Charlotte, I must insist on guiding you to a seat.” Riley gave a lascivious smile, sending shivers of displeasure from the nape of her neck down her spine. She would need to be on her guard if her reputation was to stay intact.

      “Thank you, but no.” Stern and unmoving, Charlotte would refuse any offer of help as she had no desire to associate with the viscount. He was here as Ashby’s guest, but there would be no mingling on her part if she could avoid it.

      “I would not wish you to fall again.” Riley’s smile deepened, showing his teeth and giving an air of malevolence.

      “I have no intention of falling, Lord Riley.” The nervousness she’d experienced earlier was replaced with the desire to escape. If she could leave the party and spend the evening with the horses or in her chambers, she’d find more comfort than exploring ways to avoid Lord Riley.

      “I find women who avoid me are the most desirable. A challenge to conquer.”

      “And I find men like you to be despicable.” Hiding her dislike wouldn’t do any good. If she let him know her feelings to begin with, perhaps she could avoid the discomfort of future attempts at discussion with the viscount.

      Charlotte turned away to find Lord Haughton standing behind her. “My lord, did you rest well this afternoon?”

      “I did.” Lord Haughton held his arm out to her. She accepted without reservation. “Might you take a turn about the room with me?”

      “I would be most pleased.”

      The moment Haughton led her away from Lord Riley, Charlotte’s heart stopped pounding out of fear. Now that she was holding onto Haughton’s arm, her stomach danced the waltz, and her heart soared with the prospect of spending the evening in quiet conversation with the man she loved.
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      Garrett knocked on the door to his parents’ bedchamber, the summons from his father clutched in his hand as he waited to hear the call to enter. A private parlor would have been nice, but since they were not at home, the bedchamber would suffice.

      As he entered, he noticed Lillian and Hazel sitting on the end of the bed. They chatted and giggled about the previous night’s gathering as their parents listened. Upon catching his father’s eye, the marquess extracted himself from the ladies.

      “Your message seemed urgent.” Garrett turned away from his giggling sisters. “Has something happened?”

      The marquess smiled and patted Garrett’s shoulder. “Not at all. I only wished to hear about your evening. Lady Charlotte is smitten, as you said. Your mother and I are pleased with your choice in wife.”

      Garrett smiled, approval from his parents was of utmost importance. The woman he married would spend a lot of time at Cholmondeley Hall. He had searched the ton for a woman of Charlotte’s temperament and gentle breeding. That she was beautiful as well was simply a fortunate happenstance. “Thank you, Father.”

      “Although we are happy, both your mother and I find ourselves concerned.”

      “Oh?”

      “Lady Ruby?”

      Garret had to agree, but was it so important they had to speak to him about it at this hour? “I could have slept another half-hour had I known this was your intended line of questioning. And all this before breaking our fasts. How very fatherly of you.”

      “Well?”

      “The lady is persistent. It took Charlotte nearly breaking her neck for me to get away from Lady Ruby.”

      His father leaned against the bedpost, a frown causing wrinkles to form around his eyes. The marquess was getting on in years, but he had many more left in his future. “Garrett, my wish is for you to take a wife who will make you happy. If that is Lady Charlotte, do not delay in requesting her hand. Secure the engagement and post the banns.”

      His father’s voice rose slightly, causing the ladies to quiet. Both his sisters dipped their heads, silently waiting for his reply. His mother’s attention was no longer on her daughters but focused solely upon him.

      “I am not concerned about winning her favor, Father. I have already done so. You know as well as I do that the Duke of Ashby must be handled with care. I plan to make my bid with him but only once he has extended an olive branch. Any attempt before that would end in his refusal. Do not forget, Father. Our arrival did not warrant the duke’s attention.”

      His mother scooted off the bed, reaching out to him. “Garrett, the duke’s reluctance to meet our carriage has greatly concerned your father and me. It is our fondest hope for you to find felicity with Lady Charlotte, but it does seem as though Ashby is reluctant.”

      “Thank you, Mother. I cannot express how deeply grateful I am for your support. My hope is to win Ashby’s favor. If I must play a game of wits, I will do so to win Charlotte’s hand.”

      His father smirked, the playful side of the marquess shining through for a moment. “If you fail in the attempt to garner Ashby’s blessing on the match, there will still be time to host our own summer house party. We could handpick a few ladies. Parade them in front of you with their accomplishments on display.”

      “A parade of ladies. A charming notion.” Garrett knew his father was only teasing, but it did lend to amusing imaginings. “If we do opt for a parade, I would like them each to carry one piece of embroidery from their trousseau. I do wish to know if the house will be decorated in the traditional fashion or if the lady has more extravagant tastes. It will help with setting a budget for her pin money.”

      His mother instantly swatted him on the shoulder. “You are incorrigible.”

      “I do try, Mother.”

      “Garrett…” His father’s lips twitched as he tried to pull the conversation back to a more respectable tone. “Take care around Lady Ruby. She is hunting for a husband. I have seen the likes of her in every ballroom across England.”

      “I have one goal for this party, Father—to secure Lady Charlotte as my wife. Rest assured, it will be done before the week is out.”

      “Good!” His father clapped a hand on Garrett’s shoulder. “Now, onto another important matter. Do you know the size of her dowry?”

      “How unromantic! I shall find it absolutely abhorrent if a man chooses me for my dowery.” Lillian’s singsong voice cut off any retort Garrett was ready to give. “Lord Charles does not seem the sort of man who would seek a wife for her dowry, do you not agree, Hazel?”

      His father cleared his throat. “Lillian, we have all agreed you are too young to consider marriage. Both you and Hazel are to enjoy parties and dancing, and encouraging friendship, until your mother and I decide you have reached a marriageable age. And it will not be by the standards of Society. It will be by your behavior and maturity.”

      Lillian pouted, her bottom lip protruding a bit farther than it usually did when she was sad. She didn’t argue, dipping her head in contrition, knowing the marquess was not to be argued with on this point.

      When their father decided Lillian had been dealt with, he turned back to Garrett. “Now, although your sister spoke out of turn, she has a valid point. I shall trust that you have chosen the right woman and ask no more about her dowry. After all, a woman does not wish to be married for her dowry.”

      Garrett dipped his head. “I agree with you, my lord. A lady wishes for love.”

      His mother reached out to take his hand. “Is that how you feel for Lady Charlotte?”

      “Yes, mother. I am quite smitten.”

      His father patted him on the shoulder. “Then we shall expect you to hide away in the gardens to steal a few kisses. Do not leave the lady in doubt of your feelings, Garrett.”

      “May I kiss a man, Papa?” Hazel asked, her eyes alight with mirth. “If it happens amongst the shrubbery?”

      “Of course not, Hazel. Nor can you, Lillian.”

      Garrett held back a laugh as his two sisters giggled at their father’s expense. He thought about the prospect of kissing Charlotte. He hadn’t attempted a kiss out of respect for her reputation, but the privacy a country estate afforded was alluring. Moreover, he was certain her lips would taste delicious.

      “I think you right, Father. I shall ask her for a stroll this day and attempt a little kissing. Thank you for your advice.”

      “Do not cause a scandal, boy. You may not be the marquess yet, but you are an earl. Remember who you are and the family you represent.”

      “I have no plans to ruin Charlotte’s reputation, Father.”

      “Good. But you will have to delay the walk with Lady Charlotte.” The marquess held up a folded piece of parchment. “Ashby has invited us to a shooting party this morning. We are to meet in the entryway in an hour’s time.”
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        * * *

      

      Garrett ran a rag over the flash pan of his flintlock to remove any debris that might remain from the last cleaning. Measuring the powder, he poured it into the barrel and then placed a piece of wadding over the powder to seal it before releasing the lead ball into the barrel. He twisted the ramrod between two fingers before pushing the bullet and the wadding down the barrel to rest securely against the powder charge. Once the frizzen was open, he added the priming powder, pulled back the hammer, then steadied his flintlock against his shoulder. With the release of the pigeons, he took aim, pressing the trigger at the same time as the other men in the party.

      Shooting took concentration on a regular day, but on a day when he was preoccupied with how best to go about requesting Lady Charlotte’s hand in marriage, he was bound to make mistakes. Thankfully, he could stand far enough away from the rest of the party so as not to make a ninny out of himself as he missed every bird released for his hunting pleasure.

      After missing the fifth pigeon, Garrett lowered his weapon and handed it to his valet. “I am finished for the day.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      “Do not tell me you are giving up already?” Arundel said. He left the main party, dragging his valet along with him.

      “My shooting is rubbish today. Might as well find other pursuits so as not to look the fool.”

      Arundel took aim, shot one of the pigeons, and then handed his weapon to his valet. “I have never known you to dislike the sport. What ails you?”

      Garrett looked around, ensuring they would not be overheard. “The business of speaking with Ashby has left me a bit on edge. I do not know how best to go about it.”

      “The duke desires one thing from his family—loyalty. He will demand it in all forms. If you are willing to give it to him, he shall give his blessing.”

      “Could it truly be that simple?”

      Arundel chuckled as he shook his head. “Nothing with Ashby is simple. You must ask if your love for Charlotte is enough to give yourself completely over to Ashby’s whims.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “Ashby will tell you where you live, and that will only be the beginning of his involvement in your life.  He will instruct you on investments, connections you must make, when you must produce offspring, what to name them, and the number of male and female children you should bring into the world.”

      “How can a man claim to manage what is God’s will?”

      “Ashby believes his title gives him charge over everyone and everything, that equal to a creator.”

      In the morning light, Garrett noticed the humor in his old friend’s eyes was anything but laughter. A shadow crossed his features, making Arundel look thinner than he once had. Of course, the previous year had been a trial, with Arundel’s near-death. He thought the earl had healed, but there was still a haunted look about his eyes.

      “I do hope he has relaxed his demands of you. Now that you are married.”

      Arundel titled his head to the side, his lips pursed as he considered how best to answer. “I am required to produce an heir and spare with haste.”

      “A far more pleasurable task than you make it sound. Especially than that of keeping books.” Garrett looked at his friend out of the corner of his eye to see a slight smile.

      “Ah, well, ducal lessons certainly do not compare to a loving wife.”

      “I am happy to hear your circumstances have changed for the better. If I am fortunate enough to be admired as it appears Lady Arundel loves you, I shall consider myself the luckiest of men.”

      “My sister flutters about like a bird in springtime, and although she has not confided in me, I have it on good authority she has confirmed her admiration of you to my wife.”

      “What is this? Now that you have found joy, you wish to include me in the happy state of marriage?”

      Arundel laughed, his features brightening enough to show he was still the young man Garrett had always known. “You have caught me out. I do wish for all my friends to be as happy as Lady Arundel and me.”

      “Then I shall have your support on the matter?”

      “Most certainly.” Arundel’s eyes sparkled with mirth. “Edward, Charles, and Marianne are all of the same mind.”

      “Then tell me, once I have the duke’s blessing upon the marriage, do you think Charlotte would approve of the proposal occurring on a ride? I know she is fond of her mare, Tyrian.”

      “Include a picnic, and you will receive the answer you seek.” Arundel lifted his weapon once more and shot at another target. As he lowered it, he handed it to his valet, then turned his full attention back to Garrett. “Charlotte will bring you joy. Promise you will do the same for her.”

      “You have my word.”

      “Very well, then the only battle you have left is with Ashby.”

      Garrett looked around at the others in the party. Ashby stood next to the Duke of Dudley. Neither of them held their weapons, as they were deep in conversation. “I will speak with him, as soon as ever I get the chance.”

      “Now, I have a question for you that has nothing to do with your machinations for my sister.”

      “Out with it.”

      “Your sister Lady Lillian appears to be smitten with my brother, Charles. Is that so?”

      “Heartily. Although, the marquess will not allow a match for her this season. He believes she is too young.”

      “Good. Charles is not ready for a wife. This means we can throw them together as oft as possible until they are ready.”

      “You wish to play matchmaker?” Garrett knew his friend was a romantic, but he’d never imagined the earl would resort to finding partners for his siblings.

      Arundel laughed as he nodded his head. “My brother and your sister? Now, that sounds delightful. I shall arrange the entire affair with Lady Arundel. We will have them matched and ready for the moment Cholmondeley deems her old enough to wed.”

      “Do you enjoy marriage enough to put the vicar’s noose around your brother’s neck?”

      “Very much. I could not have made a better match, and it was far beyond what Ashby had planned. Moreover, I wish for everyone to be with a person who makes them see their potential.”

      Garrett was not concerned about his love for Charlotte. He had fallen for her without any effort. She matched him in every way he considered reasonable and necessary. But he did worry about spending every day for the rest of his life with her. Would he like her in ten years as much as he did now? Or would their feelings for each other change?

      “What about last year? Do you feel the same for Lady Arundel now as you did when you first fell in love?”

      Arundel considered his answer. It worried Garrett that he didn’t give an immediate reply. Perhaps love was fleeting, though he certainly hoped it wasn’t. When Arundel finally answered, a heaviness lifted from his shoulders that he hadn’t noticed until that moment.

      “My feelings are far different now than they were a year ago. But that is to be expected. When a man loves a woman, that love will grow and mold into something far more felicitous than originally expected. Trust me, you will want it to change. A person cannot continually have butterflies or lose their breath each time the one they love is nearby.”

      “Are all your siblings as hopeless when it comes to romance?”

      “No. Charles and Edward are far more levelheaded. Practical in a way that has never made sense to me.” Arundel raised his flintlock once more and then lowered it as a servant approached. He held out a folded letter without markings or a seal.

      “My lord, a message from Lord Edward.”

      The earl accepted the letter, read it, and then looked to Garrett. “I apologize. We will have to concoct a matchmaking scheme at the gathering tonight. I need to return to Wentworth Hall.”

      Slowly following behind as his friend ran to a horse and left the meadow, Garrett considered the conversation he would have with the Duke of Ashby. As asking for Charlotte’s hand in marriage was his sole purpose in being at Wentworth Hall, it was best he arrange for a meeting with the duke.

    



OEBPS/images/aj_earls-2-title-page.jpg
Saved
by S C&m&[&l[

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO





OEBPS/images/heart-dingbat.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.





