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CHAPTER ONE








London, 1878


She’d been born nameless and left in the care of a childless minister and his wife. As far as she knew, her birth was unregistered. She never existed in the eyes of the law.


Aurelia Goldsworthy had chosen her name when she was six years old because she thought it sounded pretty. It was a silly, impractical moniker for a grown-up—wholly inappropriate for a duchess.


Of course, she hadn’t known that she was destined to be a duchess back then. Aurelia had first learned of her fate when she was sixteen. She’d been a student at Cheltenham when the letter arrived explaining that she’d been selected by the Duchess of Brantingham to be the wife of her son, the new duke.


For five years, she’d received a Christmas card from His Grace, as well as a small present on her birthday—last year, it was a silver charm, which she wore on a chain around her neck. This year, it had been a gold ring. A betrothal ring.


Aurelia had come of age and grown tired of waiting. She decided to travel to London and meet the man she was meant to marry. To begin her life, manage her own home, have a family, and make friends. She longed to learn of her parentage, which must have been respectable, as no expense had been spared on her wardrobe or education.


 She was perfectly prepared for her arrival in London. Aurelia stepped off the train at Paddington Station with her head held high, determined to grab her destiny by the horns.


Her heart hammered in her chest as she hailed a hansom cab. Aurelia gave directions to the driver and climbed onto the stiff bench seat, trusting that her luggage would follow. She marveled at the crush of traffic, a writhing, teeming mass of wagons and drays, carriages and carts, horses and pedestrians—like a swirling murmuration of starlings on the cobblestones.


Their bustle was spellbinding.


On all sides, tall buildings comprised of offices and residences nearly blocked out the sun. Evergreen wreaths hung on doors. Holly and ivy crowned the lamp posts. Swags of bunting festooned the doorways.


Aurelia admired the Christmas decorations as her cab navigated the streets. London’s ornamentations were far grander than those she’d known in Cheltenham, yet comfortingly familiar.


Everyone came together at Christmas regardless of birth or social standing, of wealth or poverty, to celebrate the festive season. Even her driver wore a sprig of greenery in his buttonhole, and the man’s cheerful smile behind the reins warmed her heart.


He steered the cab along Park Lane, where grand mansions lined the pavements. Their windows—row after row of pristine glass—winked in the afternoon light. Dozens of chimneys heated hundreds of rooms, and the smoke from their hearths drifted over the barren treetops of Hyde Park.


Aurelia sat forward in her seat to take it all in. Beautiful women promenaded with handsomely dressed gentlemen. Nannies pushed perambulators and footmen walked dogs. Fine horses clipped across the cobbled street, destined for exercise in Rotten Row.


She’d read of all these places. In her Gladstone bag, Aurelia carried the Christmas annual edition of ‘Belgravia: An Illustrated London Magazine’ featuring serialized stories by many popular authors. She’d pored over Debrett’s and exhausted her local library’s resources on London life, the history of the peerage, and anything concerning the Dukes of Brantingham.


She recognized his townhouse before the hansom cab reached the kerb. Brantingham House was the Mayfair home of the Charlton family since the reign of George III. It was a wide, four-storey mansion constructed of white Portland stone. A columned portico sat back from the busy street, separated from the pavements by a gold-tipped wrought-iron railing.


“I’ll drop you here, miss, if you don’t mind.”


The horse pulled to a stop, jangling its traces. Aurelia climbed from the bench, dragging her hand luggage with her. She fished for her purse to pay the fellow, and then turned to face her future home.


Its white façade was spotless despite the soot and dirt of city living. Rows of Corinthian columns gave the house an elegant air, but flower boxes—dormant in winter—lent it an expectant, homely feel, as though there was life behind those granite walls just waiting to be opened up, waiting for her.


Aurelia passed through the gate piers. She climbed the steps toward the door, sheltering beneath the portico as she rang the bell. The day had grown chilly, and she shivered in the shadow of the grand house.


After a moment, the front door creaked open. A butler met her on the threshold, looking down his nose at her. “Yes, miss?”


She smiled her brightest smile, for he would be her first ally in the household. “Good afternoon. I am Miss Goldsworthy here to see the Duke of Brantingham.”


The man said nothing. He gave away nothing. Perhaps he was new and uninformed. After a moment of painful silence, he asked, “May I enquire as to your business with His Grace?”


“I am his fiancée,” Aurelia clarified. “We’ve been betrothed for some time. I did write to inform him of my visit—I wouldn’t have turned up completely unannounced, but as I’ve never received a reply to any of my letters over the years, his lack of response was not out of the ordinary.” When the butler attempted to speak, she silenced him, adding, “I know His Grace is at home, as the Charlton family always spends Christmas in London.”


“Very well, miss.” He stepped aside to show her in. “If you will kindly wait in the hall, I shall determine whether His Grace is free to receive callers.”


At last, some sense from the man! She hauled her Gladstone bags over the threshold and placed them by the door. “Will someone see to my trunks? They should be arriving from Paddington Station at any moment, and I’d hate for them to be left on the kerb.”


“All will be arranged, Miss Goldsworthy,” said the butler, bowing. “His Grace will handle it personally, I am sure.”


Satisfied, Aurelia waited in the entrance hall. It was a luxuriant space designed to impress visitors fortunate enough to gain entry to Brantingham House. Gaslight hissed and flickered from chandeliers overhead, as well as from ormolu candle-sconces upon the walls. Lush, green ferns grew in priceless Chinese pots, their fronds standing nearly as tall as she did.


Her footsteps echoed on the marble floor as she walked the perimeter of the space. A long gallery led to a stairway where gilt-framed artwork hung upon the silk-paneled walls. Aurelia had never seen anything so extravagant, so wealthy. Paintings by Rembrandt, Caravaggio, Turner, and Reynolds were recognizable alongside portraits by artists whose identities she daredn’t guess.


Awestruck, Aurelia paused before a landscape by Claude Lorrain. The Duke’s collection was as discerning as any of the great museums and galleries of Europe, packed from floor to ceiling with the most significant works by the most talented hands. Before her hung every visionary since the Middle Ages, and she wanted to weep from the beauty of it all.


This was to be her home! Her children would grow up knowing nothing but comfort and splendor. She—an orphan girl of no known origin—would never want for anything. In return, Aurelia longed to make the Duke of Brantingham proud. She wished him never to regret his choice of wife.


Soon, distant, heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs. A man’s voice echoed on the marble. Aurelia’s heart began to race as she listened to his approach. In a moment, she would come face to face with the man who occupied her every thought since she’d been sixteen years old, though they’d never met.


Yet Aurelia would know the duke when she saw him, and prayed that he would recognize her as the woman he’d been waiting for all this time.










CHAPTER TWO








Selwyn preferred to work in his private study whenever he was in London, as it was situated in a quiet, out-of-the-way part of the house. Bookcases lined the walls, their shelves filled with leather-bound ledgers and archives recorded from his various estates. A single gas lamp illuminated the room, and a small fire burned in a corner grate, warming his toes beneath the serviceable desk behind which he sat.


Here, the low ceilings didn’t echo, and the oaken floorboards didn’t creak. He could labor without distractions, without the noise of the street drawing him from his figures, or the chime of the doorbell keeping him from his mountainous correspondence.


Selwyn wrote to his agents and solicitors, his farmers, neighbors, and fellow investors. He received petitions from charities both in Yorkshire and in London, and rarely went a day without a line from one of his siblings. Now he tackled the Herculean task of hosting a Christmas gathering for the Charlton family.


This was their first real Christmas without Mama, their rock and anchor. His moral compass. The one person he could trust with both estate business and personal matters weighing heavily on his mind. In many ways, Mama had known him better than he knew himself, and he’d strived to follow her advice in all things.


He missed her terribly and had only recently come out of mourning. Selwyn felt naked without the black silk armband that had been his constant companion these last twelve months. Today, he wore a grey sack coat and trousers, intending neither to go out nor to accept any calls, as he had a great deal to accomplish before his sisters and brother arrived.


Although he was the Duke of Brantingham, Selwyn never stood on much ceremony whenever he was alone, for he was simply a man born to an occupation of considerable responsibility. He wasn’t a king or a god. He paid his bills and his taxes like everyone else in the world. 


He drank from the teacup on his desk before returning his focus to an invoice of household goods. Money was never an issue—thank Heaven!—yet he preferred to keep an eye on his expenditures. He worked hard and took an interest in every aspect of the dukedom, as he’d been brought up to do.


Yet he wasn’t a saint. He’d grown lonely over the course of the year. Shrouded in mourning, he’d been exiled from feminine companionship and had refrained from joining his friends at hunting meets and shooting parties. He’d abstained from amusement of any kind, but felt himself coming out of his shell, gradually returning to the world of the living, and wanting to again be a part of everything that made his dutiful life bearable.


This Christmas gathering was to be his return to society. Selwyn longed to make this week a pleasant reunion for him, Margery, Fanetta, Peregrine, and all of their kinfolk.


A knock sounded on the door.


“Yes, come,” Selwyn called without glancing up from his paperwork.


Dowell, his butler, entered looking unusually ruffled. “Forgive the disturbance, Your Grace, but there is a young lady at the door who claims to be your fiancée.”


He gaped at the man. “What?”


“I am afraid she has made her position quite clear—in her mind, at least,” explained Dowell. “She says she has written, though I cannot recall your receiving any correspondence from a Miss Goldsworthy, sir, but as I am not privy to every detail of your personal life, I hesitated to dismiss her without speaking to you first. Shall I show her into the drawing room, Your Grace?”


Selwyn rose from the desk, abandoning his work and his tea. “No, we don’t want a madwoman venturing further into the house. It’ll be far easier to throw her out if she’s near the door.”


“Very good, sir.” The butler bowed. “I shall have her removed from the premises at once.”


“Not just yet,” he said, brushing past the fellow. “I confess I’m intrigued. After all, it isn’t every day that a man meets his fiancée.” Selwyn laughed at the thought, for marriage had been the furthest thing from his mind these last few years, and he had a younger brother who could wear the coronet if need be. “Let me take a look at her. I promise I’ll let her down easy.”


Rather than navigate the labyrinth of corridors, saloons, and staterooms that comprised Brantingham House, he climbed down the narrow, twisting service stairwell at the rear of the house—a shortcut he’d taken since boyhood to escape his nanny, his tutor, and his annoying siblings—and emerged from behind the green baize door.


Selwyn reached the great hall in record time. He descended the broad, sweeping marble staircase, which was such a contrast to the bare, chilly passages utilized by his servants.


He spied her from a distance, clearly having the advantage over her. She did not see him coming and instead stood before a landscape painting.


Miss Goldsworthy wore a fashionable woolen traveling costume in a shade of rich verdigris. A matching green bonnet concealed the color of her hair, but he suspected that it would be some variation of red. She struck him as a redhead, which wasn’t an unwelcome prospect. She was not his fiancée, of course, but an attraction would make their interaction more pleasant. He could ease his way back into society by making small talk with a stranger.


“Are you an admirer of Claude Lorrain?” he asked, referring to the painting.


She turned at the sound of his voice and smiled at his words. “I appreciate his work, certainly, but I admire what artists are doing in France right now, at this moment—the impressionists depicting life as they see it on the streets and in the cafes.”


The young woman took an interest in modern art, though he preferred the Baroque era. “Isn’t the creation of all art, no matter the subject, a contemplation of the world around us? I’m sure it was much the same in Lorrain’s day.”


“Yes, of course, but I fear we spend so much time romancing the past that we lose our appreciation of the present.”


She was clever and opinionated, whoever she was.


“I am Brantingham,” he said by way of introduction.


Miss Goldsworthy dipped a graceful curtsey. “I’m Aurelia Goldsworthy.”


“Ah,” he said. As for her curtsey, he noted, “That was splendidly done.”


“Thank you, Your Grace. I’ve had years to practice.” She smiled expectantly. “Five years, in fact.”


“Forgive me, but I don’t understand.” Her smile faltered, and he was sorry. Miss Goldsworthy was an intelligent, attractive young woman, and he hated to disappoint her. “You told my butler that we were engaged, that we had corresponded. I’m afraid I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”


She stepped away from him, puzzled, and began to peel off her green leather glove. For a moment, Selwyn feared she might slap him in the face with it, yet she held her left hand out to him, presenting the golden band she wore on that all too important finger.


“When I was sixteen, your mother selected me to become your future duchess,” she explained. “Every year since then, you have sent me birthday gifts and Christmas cards, all of which I treasure. Don’t you recognize the betrothal ring, Your Grace? Is it not a family heirloom? What about this silver charm?” She pulled it from her neckline, offering the delicate chain for his inspection. “Do you mean to say that I mean nothing to you?”


He’d intended to let her down gently, yet she looked frantic. Her hazel eyes, which caught the gaslight in a gleam of amber and jade, appeared close to tears. Selwyn had little experience with weeping women, and didn’t intend to start now.


“You have brought these letters with you, Miss Goldsworthy? You’ve proof of whatever it is you claim to have received from me?”


She nodded. “I’ve never parted with any of them. I have no family, you see. No one has ever written to me or sent me a card except for you. For the last five years, Your Grace, you have been everything to me.”


Noblemen were no strangers to extortion plots and schemings. It wasn’t uncommon to receive threats of broken engagements and breaches of promise, but Selwyn had always been careful. He enjoyed women, certainly, though he never toyed with them. He sought to treat everyone with respect, as he’d been brought up to do.


“I think we had better go upstairs to the drawing room and look these things over,” he told her, taking her arm and guiding her away from the gallery. The last thing he needed was a scorned woman blackening his family’s reputation to anyone who’d listen. 


She resisted his pull, asking, “What about my trunks?”


“Your trunks?” Selwyn blinked down at her. Surely, she hadn’t come with baggage!


“I had them follow me from Paddington Station,” she explained. “You see, I caught the train from Cheltenham, where I attended the Ladies College since I was a little girl. Now, I rent a suite of rooms overlooking the Promenade.” Miss Goldsworthy searched his face, looking for any trace of recognition. “Do you really know nothing about me?”


He frowned and thought for a moment that she looked vaguely familiar, but he would’ve remembered meeting such a pretty, copper-haired lady. He would have remembered her if he knew anything at all about her.


“I’m sorry, but I don’t,” he said. This time, he took her hand in earnest, enveloping her warm, bare flesh between his. He knew how it felt to be lonely, to feel starved for affection, and to hold fast onto anything that brought comfort in a tempest. If Mama were here, she’d know what to do.


Of course, there was only one decent solution to their predicament—he couldn’t throw Miss Goldsworthy out on her ear when she’d traveled so far from home. “Your luggage will be looked after. In the meantime, let’s have a cup of tea and get to the bottom of this.”










CHAPTER THREE








Her hands shook so badly that she had to set the delicate Sèvres cup and saucer aside. Although she appreciated the gesture, what sane person dared to sip tea while their world collapsed around them?


Aurelia perched upon a large, tufted sofa adorned with many fringed and embroidered pillows. A warm fire crackled in the carved marble chimneypiece, yet she felt chilled all over. The high, ornamental ceiling of Brantingham House’s formal drawing room towered above her head, and she imagined the gods of Mount Olympus condescending to look upon her from their unreachable peak, laughing at her misfortune.


This was a beautiful house—the home of her dreams, and yet the site of her downfall.


The Duke of Brantingham sat across from her, drinking from his cup, and eying her curiously. He suspected her of being a scheming adventuress, but there wasn’t a mercenary bone in her body. She’d come to him, fully believing that he was her fiancé. Aurelia only wanted what she believed to be hers.


His Grace was a handsome man. A brown-haired, brawny Yorkshireman, yet also elegant and refined. She’d seen photographs of him, of course, for sale in the postcard shops alongside those of the peers of the realm, idols of the stage, and professional beauties. He was attractive enough to make a living off of his looks, though he was far beyond ever needing to consider an occupation.


He was a duke.


He was supposed to be her duke.


The grey sack coat he wore fit him perfectly, though it was meant to lend an aura of casual comfort. He wasn’t a clotheshorse, she realized, but he took care of his appearance. He might also have been a very nice man—indeed, he treated her with every courtesy—yet he was dangerously close to breaking her heart.


Aurelia longed to level the playing field between them.


“I was sorry to hear of your mother’s death, Your Grace. I sent flowers to her funeral, though I understand if they were overlooked in the commotion of the day. It must’ve been awful losing someone you love.”


He nodded. “Yes, thank you. My family and I grieved her greatly, and there is now a yawning chasm in our lives that shall never be filled.”


A deep black hole of loneliness that she understood all too well.


“I never knew my parents,” she confessed. “I’m an orphan, you see, though my late father left me a comfortable legacy. At least, I think it was my father. Truthfully, I am not sure of my parentage.”


Aurelia was accustomed to people questioning her birth and whispering about her circumstances behind her back. The implication that she was illegitimate was nothing new, yet she chose not to dwell upon it, for she might never know the truth either way.


She might be a princess or she might be a foundling. All that mattered was that she treated others with dignity and respect and showed them the same level of kindness that she demanded in return.


The Duke of Brantingham grimaced at her admission. “It’s a rare thing to be both an orphan and an heiress, Miss Goldsworthy. You seem to have received a thorough education, and your deportment is excellent. Why come to me with your hand out when you could live comfortably on your own? Surely, you don’t need a husband.”


“No, but I want one,” she replied, bristling, “and I didn’t come to you with my hand out. I’ve managed perfectly well thus far, and you’re right that I don’t need anything—not from you or anyone else. I came here because I wear your ring. I offered my hand only because yours was promised to me first!”


He angled forward, nearly spilling his tea. “I find nothing of my mother in any of this. The cards are a forgery. I didn’t write them. I have no recollection of sending any gifts to anyone, and definitely no ring. We are not betrothed. I’ve never even heard of you. You are surely an illegitimate child looking to improve your station. Dukes don’t marry—to put it kindly—girls without lineage.”



