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      Black clouds hung low over the little town of Riverdale on the day Felicity buried her father. Between the gaping hollow grief in her chest and the low, grave sound of the vicar’s voice as he gave his sermon, Felicity was certain the day could not grow any more somber.

      She was wrong.

      The whispers behind her were the first clue that something was amiss—something other than the town’s dearly beloved baronet being lowered into the ground, that was.

      While heartachingly sad for Felicity, her father’s death was not a surprise. Nor even a tragedy. He’d been ill for years now, and by the time the end came, he’d been eager for it.

      He was a God-fearing man and he’d had a smile on his lips when he’d exhaled his last breath. Felicity knew this because she’d been there, holding his hand and sobbing quietly beside him.

      She believed with all her heart that he was in heaven now. And perhaps the vicar was correct in that she ought to be celebrating his new everlasting life. Maybe one day she would, but today all she could think was how much she would miss him.

      All she could dwell upon was how now she was alone. So very, very alone.

      The whispers started up again as the vicar said his final words, and the crowd began to slowly disperse from the graveyard. This time she made out one word in the hushed chatter taking place around her.

      Duke.

      She frowned. What would a duke be doing in this town, and at her father’s funeral, no less? There were no dukes amongst his relatives or friends, so far as she knew. She shook off the thought. It didn’t matter.

      Mrs. Miller squeezed her arm as she passed. “Your father will be missed, dear.”

      Felicity nodded her thanks, not quite trusting her voice yet. Her father’s solicitor Mr. Beasley took her arm to steady her on the walk back to her father’s estate.

      “How do you fare, my dear?”

      Felicity glanced up to see the man’s brow furrowed with concern. Not much taller than her, and nearly as old as her father, the man had kind eyes that crinkled at the corners, which stood out starkly against his otherwise plain features and thinning hair.  “I am well, thank you.”

      Heartbroken. Miserable. Alone. But she would be well . . . eventually.

      She would survive.

      Of course you’ll survive. You’re a Bishop, and Bishops are a strong, hardy lot.

      Her lips quirked up in a tremulous smile. How odd that she could hear her father’s voice so clearly in her mind. His body was gone but he was still here with her.

      The thought was heartening and had her next words sounding far less weak. “I appreciate your assistance these past few days, Mr. Beasley,” she said. “My father must be smiling in heaven at the outpouring of love.”

      “Of course,” he said quickly. “Your father was very dear to me as well, you know.”

      She nodded. He’d been more than a solicitor to her father these past few years since her mother died. He’d been her father’s closest friend as well.

      The walk back to her family home was not long, but her shoulders sagged with relief when she caught sight of the small home nearly hidden behind the large oak trees that lined the drive.

      “Mrs. Landry will have refreshments ready,” she said, more to herself than to Mr. Beasley. Their housekeeper and her home—it was all such a relief at the moment. A small taste of normalcy in what was an otherwise overwhelming and emotionally fraught day.

      “I should let the others know they’re welcome,” she said, half turning to see the crowd talking amongst themselves . . . and casting curious glances behind them.

      How odd.

      “No need,” Mr. Beasley was saying. “I’ve taken the liberty of inviting your father’s friends and family back to the house.”

      “Oh,” she said, surprise making her blink up at him. She supposed it was kind of him to be so involved in today’s ceremony, but she wasn’t used to anyone other than herself, her father, or Mrs. Landry taking charge of the household.

      She was well used to running her father’s home, and while Mr. Beasley meant well—and indeed, he had been a great help these past few weeks leading up to her father’s demise—he’d also been underfoot more than absolutely necessary.

      She shook off the churlish thought. He meant well. He was only trying to help. And it wasn’t his fault that she was a creature of habit.

      She and Mrs. Landry had their own rituals and systems to keep the home running smoothly and with minimal spending. Her father was no pauper, but he’d preferred to live simply, and Felicity had inherited that preference.

      “You mustn’t worry about anything, Felicity,” Mr. Beasley said as he patted her hand. “I’ve given Mrs. Landry instructions to add to the simple offering you’d had planned.” He glanced down with a knowing smile. “For our special guests, you know. They expect to be well fed, I suspect. And we cannot host a duke in our home without making him feel comfortable, now can we?”

      Felicity opened her mouth and shut it again quickly. She had more questions than she knew what to do with and her tongue got tied in knots.

      Typically this only happened around people she didn’t know well. It had been an age since she’d gotten flustered and speechless around Mr. Beasley, and the fact that she felt that way now only added a rush of frustration that merely flustered her further.

      “But, but . . . ” she started.

      A duke? What duke? And why was he their guest?

      And since when did he refer to the estate as our home?

      But more importantly—what duke?

      They reached the house and Mr. Beasley handed her over to a fussing Mrs. Landry the moment they stepped inside and before Felicity was able to order her thoughts into an actual question.

      “Come, dear,” Mrs. Landry said. “Let Mr. Beasley handle the guests for a while as you rest.”

      “I don’t need a rest,” she mumbled, but she didn’t fight the housekeeper as she steered her toward her rooms.

      She didn’t feel like resting, but a reprieve from the other mourners would be pleasant.

      “There now,” Mrs. Landry said as she settled her on the settee in her sitting room and closed the door behind them.

      The voices grew muffled and for a moment, there was peace.

      “Isn’t that better?” Mrs. Landry tutted as she went around the room, tidying up the already tidy quarters.

      The room was rather an odd one by anyone’s standards. What was meant to be a dressing room had quickly become Felicity’s private sanctuary. Or, in other words . . . a library.

      The sight of her beloved books now was a balm in its own right. Here in this room, her life was still ticking along. Her book was right where she’d left it, marked at the page where she’d last left off. The end table bore signs of the countless cups of tea she’d sipped here in this very spot, and the ottoman before her bore the imprint where she always set her feet.

      She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “Better?” Mrs. Landry asked, her expression knowing.

      Felicity nodded as she smiled. “Thank you, Mrs. Landry.”

      “Your father would be proud of how well you’ve handled yourself today.”

      Felicity shook her head. “I haven’t done anything special.”

      “You’ve kept your head about you, and you’ve held your chin up. That’s all he’d ask.”

      She nodded, tears stinging the back of her eyes. “I miss him.”

      “I know, dear. I do too.”

      Felicity reached out and squeezed the older woman’s hand. She’d been with Felicity and her father for nearly ten years and had become a true part of the family in that time.

      “Now . . . ” Mrs. Landry released her hand and moved toward the door. “No rest for the weary, I’m afraid.”

      “Wait, I’ll come with you.” Felicity rose. “I feel better now.”

      “Good enough to face half the town and their condolences?” Mrs. Landry murmured as they headed into the other room.

      Felicity’s stomach churned. She was not fond of crowds. Perhaps it was because she’d spent so much of her time alone in this house with only her father and Mrs. Landry for company, but she’d never quite learned how to be at ease around others. Particularly many others.

      The moment she rejoined the mourners in the drawing room, she could feel their eyes on her. And while they were all familiar, there were so many of them that she could feel her cheeks turning red at the attention.

      She forced one step in front of the other as she moved forward, and as she walked, the crowd parted before her in a wave of sympathetic smiles and teary sniffles.

      She tried for a smile of her own in return, but her knees were beginning to tremble as if she was truly bearing the weight of their stares.

      And that was when she spotted them.

      No, not them . . . him.

      She was dimly aware of her distant cousin Bartholomew, the Earl of Shepley, and his sister Marian. She supposed she couldn’t be too surprised to see them here. Their mother had been her father’s second cousin, and while the families were not close, they were really all she had left.

      No, it wasn’t the sight of her cousins that had her stumbling over her steps. It was the man standing beside them. Towering over them, and . . .

      And glaring.

      Though why, she couldn’t guess. His brows were drawn down and his dark eyes seemed to spark with heat.

      Not a good kind of heat. There was nothing warm and inviting there, just as there was nothing soft and comforting about his large frame, rigid stature, or his sharp features. His nose had a hawkish slant, and his furrowed brows were thick and straight. Even his dark hair seemed to be forbidding in its neatly cropped, no-nonsense style.

      It was so neatly shorn, it seemed to be issuing a challenge to stray locks everywhere.

      He was handsome, in an austere, terrifying sort of way.

      Handsome . . . but alarming. He had a stance that commanded attention, and a set to his shoulders that said he was in command no matter whose home he might currently be in.

      This was the man who everyone had been talking about. She understood that instantly. And even though she did not recognize his face, she knew in a heartbeat who he was.

      Her gaze darted from his glare to her cousins’ frowns and it fell into place.

      The Duke of Mandrick. Even here in the country, word had spread about the attention he paid to Marian. The gossip rags were filled with questions about when he would make their courtship official.

      So yes, now it made sense. Sort of. He was here for Marian. But his glare was now fixed . . . on Felicity.

      Oh dear.

      She looked away quickly, but not quickly enough.

      If the weight of the crowd’s stares had been crushing, then his glare was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. Her halting steps turned into a tripping disaster as her toes caught on the edge of her gown, and she reeled forward, stumbling once before falling sideways into the duke.

      The duke who caught her.

      The duke whose hands were now clutching her waist, and then her elbows, and then setting her back on her feet, without so much a flicker of surprise as he placed her away from him.

      “Cousin,” Marian said quickly, sweeping in to gloss over the awkward encounter. She kissed the air beside Felicity’s cheeks in a way that made Felicity feel every inch the country bumpkin as she tried and failed to replicate the gesture.

      “We are so very sorry for your loss,” Marian murmured.

      Felicity smiled at the sincerity in Marian’s tone. Taller than Felicity by several inches, she had the sort of slim, elegant frame that made her look the height of fashion, even in the simple gown she’d worn today. Her demeanor whenever they met was unfailingly decorous. The sort of good manners and eloquence that Felicity had never quite mastered.

      “Thank you, Lady Marian.”

      “Oh, just Marian, please,” the woman said.

      She did not know these cousins well—she’d only met them a handful of times over the years when her father had taken her for quick visits to London. Bartholomew had been a viscount the last time she’d seen them, and their father had been ill but alive.

      They’d always been kind to her, and while Marian’s dark coif and regal stature made Felicity feel small and awkward in comparison, she appreciated the warmth in her eyes.

      Bartholomew stepped forward next, drawing her into a quick embrace. “We came as soon as we heard. Our Aunt Greta sends her regards as well.”

      “She was not well enough to travel,” Marian added.

      The siblings looked so very handsome standing together. They shared the same dark hair and eyes, the same distinguished features and refined air. They screamed power and wealth—which was fitting as her father used to say that side of the family was indeed rich as Midas.

      That same side of the family was likely also responsible for their tall, lean frames and their sharp features, while Felicity had inherited her mother’s full lips, wide eyes, and round cheeks set in a heart-shaped face. The only well-defined feature was her pointed chin.

      Compared to their dark, sleek locks, Felicity’s hair was fair and at the moment it fell in unruly waves down her back. The front half had been neatly pinned back this morning, but Felicity suspected some strands had escaped and were no doubt flying about in a tizzy thanks to the wind and the walking.

      With an inward wince she realized she really ought to have checked her appearance before rejoining the crowd.

      “Your father was such a good man,” Bartholomew said.

      “Thank you,” she managed.

      But not even her cousins’ kind words could ease the weight of the glare still pressing down on Felicity, and finally Bartholomew made the introduction Felicity had been dreading.

      “Cousin, allow me to introduce you to the Duke of Mandrick.”

      The duke gave a small nod of acknowledgement, and the minute gesture seemed to be instantly undone by that awful glare.

      “My condolences on your loss, Miss Bishop.”

      This man was so handsome and so terrifying and so very much a stranger . . . and also a duke. She couldn’t forget that. And so, while her mouth gaped open and her lips flapped uselessly a few times, no words actually made it out.

      Thank you, she said to herself. Just say thank you.

      But her mouth went dry and her tongue seemed to swell. And then the moment passed as Bartholomew addressed her once more, filling the incredibly awkward silence. “You should know, Marian and I are in no hurry to return to London.”

      The solemnity of his voice caught her off guard. Panic made her heart flutter wildly. Did they expect to stay then? Here? For how long?

      She wasn’t certain she was up for playing hostess, even if they were family and⁠—

      “Yes, dear,” Marian added, reaching out to clasp her hand between hers and pat it. “You mustn’t feel any rush to pack your things. We can wait as long as you need before making the journey back to London.”

      “Pack my . . . ” Her throat grew choked, far too tight to speak.

      That duke’s dratted glare was impossible to ignore. But she fought past tongue-tied terror to ask her cousins, “Pardon me, but why would I be traveling to London?”

      The siblings exchanged a wide-eyed look, as the duke continued to glare. If possible, his glare seemed to have intensified in response to her question. She looked helplessly between the three of them until Bartholomew said gently, “Er, uh . . . did Mr. Beasley not tell you?”

      Her stomach sank as her blood turned cold. “Tell me what?”
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      William Halworth, the Duke of Mandrick, did not approve of displays of emotions.

      There was a time and a place for it, of course, and he supposed at a funeral was an acceptable scenario.

      However, the quiet weeping of that old woman in the corner made him feel like his cravat had been tied too tight. And the way the dead man’s daughter had gone so pale and her eyes so wide while Shepley had haltingly explained that she would be returning to their home, that he was now her guardian . . .

      Mandrick looked away from her wide-eyed horror, noting instead the way her blonde curls were pinned up simply, almost haphazardly. No lady’s maid, he suspected. He glanced around the room with a sniff.

      Not surprising. Everything about this home was simple and well-used, from the furniture to the wall hangings. It couldn’t be such a shock to the girl to discover that her late father hadn’t left behind enough funds to provide for her.

      “But . . . but . . . ” She’d said that any number of times now, and a quick glance showed that—yes. Her eyes were still wide as saucers. They were a dazzling shade of blue, but that didn’t diminish his discomfort at the panic he saw in them.

      “But this is my home,” she finally finished.

      Bartholomew and his sister exchanged a glance.

      “I’m sorry, dear,” Marian said. The sympathy and kindness in her voice was undeniable.

      He didn’t particularly like it, but he respected it. A mother needed such qualities. Besides, Marian knew better than to express emotions at inappropriate times.

      If ever there was an occasion for moderate displays of emotion, this was it. And so it was admirable that she be so sympathetic to her cousin’s plight.

      Even Bartholomew had seemed distraught during the ceremony.

      Fortunately Mandrick was not similarly affected, no doubt because it was not his kin being buried. But even at his own father’s funeral, he hadn’t wept so much as the blasted old woman in the corner.

      Really, she ought to be ashamed of causing such a spectacle.

      He risked another glance at the Bishop girl. Her lips trembled dangerously as Marian leaned over and whispered something to her.

      At least the girl wasn’t wailing and causing a spectacle. But he thought perhaps a bit of weeping would be preferable to this look of helplessness she was currently wearing.

      It made his insides twist and his chest feel too tight.

      He looked away quickly, turning his mind to the soothing task of tallying the estate’s income. He’d been on his way to his estate’s newly rehabilitated farmland when he’d received word that Shepley and his sister were headed to this town in the middle of nowhere.

      It was on his way, however, and he’d thought perhaps it would be a good show of his intentions. Heaven knew he’d been doing his best to prove to Shepley and Marian that he was serious about forging a partnership with their family.

      And why wouldn’t he be? He’d done his research on prospective brides just like he’d done his research on how to revitalize farmlands in the south. His father might have left him with depleted funds but he would do whatever it took to get the dukedom back to its former glory.

      And Marian was no small part of that plan.

      Marian cut him a quick sidelong glance before wrapping an arm around the girl’s shoulders.

      Marian was no doubt well aware of his discomfort. They’d spent enough time together for her to have an accurate understanding of his character. And his character was not fond of extreme emotions.

      His temperament was serious, perhaps, but he was not prone to fits of temper, and he’d never experienced those heightened feelings to which poets wrote their odes.

      Thank heavens.

      There was no room in his life for sentimentality. But the feeling this young lady currently stirred was the worst sentiment of all.

      Pity.

      Lud, what a useless feeling. It did her no good, nor anyone else. It was as pointless as worry and resentment.

      He found himself clenching his jaw as his gaze flickered back toward her. He couldn’t quite hide his disdain, nor did he care to.

      The young lady was making this more difficult than it had to be.

      A beady-eyed man with a weak chin and a noticeable hunch hurried over to them and grasped the young woman’s arm in a way that stirred yet another feeling in his gut.

      This one was even more irritating.

      “Mr. Beasley.” The girl turned her gaze up to the man and then blinked down at his hand on her arm as if surprised to find it there.

      A muscle in Mandrick’s jaw twitched. It was not his place to protect this little slip of a lady. She wasn’t a child, despite her tiny stature and the guileless look in her eyes.

      What was more, this young lady was Shepley’s burden

      But the earl didn’t seem to notice that the man was grasping the lady’s arm in a way that was entirely too familiar, considering he wasn’t her father, brother, or any other relation so far as Mandrick could tell.

      So it was up to Mandrick to aim his glower at the Beasley fellow, and he watched with some satisfaction as the older man blanched before dropping his hand. “Felicity, I’m so sorry. I meant to have a private word with you earlier.”

      “A private word about what?” Her voice was high and strained. If he wasn’t mistaken, it was panic that laced her voice and made her sound even more like a child than she had before while stammering the word ‘but’ over and over again.

      Shepley cleared his throat and stared pointedly at the crowd gathered around them. “Perhaps privacy is in order, eh?”

      “Oh, yes, of course.” Mr. Beasley straightened and gestured to a hallway behind them. “If you’ll follow me . . . ”

      They all fell into line behind him, with Mandrick bringing up the rear. Why? He knew not. This was most decidedly not his concern. But then again, Marian was his concern—or she would be once her brother stopped dragging his feet about the business of marriage.

      Which meant her family was his concern, did it not?

      The thought had his spine straightening. All was once more right in the world now that he could explain his interest in this tedious affair.

      Besides, what else was he to do? Stand out there in that stuffy parlor and be gawked at like he was an actor on stage?

      Perish the thought.

      Marian turned back to him as they walked, her expression cool and reserved. Proper in every way. One more reason she was an excellent choice.

      “It was good of you to come, Your Grace. You did not have to, of course, but your presence has been much appreciated.”

      The sound that slipped out of him might have been described as a grunt. Of course he didn’t have to attend a stranger’s funeral. He was a blasted duke. He didn’t have to do anything short of dying.

      He certainly hadn’t felt obligated to join Marian here, and he likely wouldn’t have come at all if he hadn’t been traveling this way already to see to his own affairs further south.

      But he supposed to point that out would be rude.

      And it seemed a response wasn’t expected because soon enough they were in a small study, crowding around a large desk. Mr. Beasley slid behind the desk and into a chair, making himself comfortable as Miss Bishop hovered next to him.

      “I thought my father made arrangements,” she was saying, her voice quivering.

      “Felicity, my dear, I thought he’d talked to you about this,” the older man said. “You cannot stay here alone.”

      “But I wouldn’t be alone,” she argued. “I’d have Mrs. Landry and⁠—”

      “Mrs. Landry is a fine housekeeper,” he said, holding up a hand to stop her. “But she is not an appropriate guardian.”

      “But I don’t need a guardian,” she said. Her pale cheeks were stained red. Nearly as red as her lips. How did one get lips that red? Or eyes that blue?

      Despite her too-big eyes, and her too-small features, and her disheveled air, she might be deemed pretty, if one liked that sort of porcelain doll look. Her chin was a bit too pointed, there were dark shadows under her eyes, and her gown sagged oddly as though she’d shed pounds and hadn’t gotten around to having her wardrobe altered.

      Who was taking care of this girl?

      Clearly they were not up to the task. She looked like a stray in need of a good home.

      She ought to be grateful Shepley and his sister were offering to take her in. But she certainly was not grateful as she bent down to speak in a hushed voice near the solicitor’s ear.

      The conversation was too quiet to make out every word, but from her pleading tone, it was still abundantly clear that Miss Bishop didn’t wish to leave her home.

      There was that irritating surge of pity again. Mandrick’s lips curled up in sneer. What a waste of energy. She was not his concern.

      “Felicity, please,” Shepley said as he stepped into the fray. “I know it’s not ideal, but it’s best this way.”

      Miss Bishop looked as if she wanted to argue, but couldn’t. Just as when she’d gaped up at him earlier, she seemed to be rendered speechless.

      Poor lass, too intimidated by gentlemen of high rank to speak.

      And there he went, pitying her again. He just barely held back a sigh of exasperation as he crossed his arms.

      “We can give you a proper Season,” Marian said. “Wouldn’t you like that?”

      Mandrick hadn’t thought it possible that Miss Bishop could grow any paler nor her eyes any wider, but now she looked as though she were facing two ghosts rather than well-meaning relatives. “I can’t—I don’t⁠—”

      “Of course you don’t,” Mr. Beasley said. He stood and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I know you don’t care for the city, and the thought of London society must frighten a country lass such as yourself, hmm?”

      She didn’t argue, but Mandrick bristled at the other man’s condescension.

      “It won’t be forever,” the solicitor said. “But you are still young, and in need of a husband and⁠—”

      “At what age will I inherit?” Miss Bishop interrupted. The pointed question spoken so bluntly had Mandrick’s brows arching in surprise.

      But no one seemed more surprised than Mr. Beasley. For a moment he gaped at the girl. “My dear, I thought you knew . . . ”

      The room grew still and tense. Even Mandrick felt a stirring of dread in his gut on the girl’s behalf.

      Too pitiful by far. This was like watching a kitten be put in a sack to be drowned.

      It was intolerable. Which was why he broke the tense silence. “What are you trying to say, Mr. Beasley?”

      The solicitor sighed. “There is no inheritance, my dear,” he said gently. “There may be something left over after his debts are paid, I suppose, but . . . ”

      He trailed off with a grimace, his expression so pained, it was painful to witness.

      Miss Bishop’s lips parted but nothing came out.

      “There is still much work to be done,” the solicitor said, throwing his arms out wide as if to encompass the dead man’s entire study. “I’m sorry to say your father left his affairs in quite a disarray⁠—”

      “But—” Miss Bishop protested weakly. Mr. Beasley spoke over her, making Mandrick gnash his teeth all over again at the man’s poor etiquette.

      “Once I’ve sorted through it all, I can give you more specifics,” the older man was saying.

      “My home . . . ” Miss Bishop’s voice was a wisp. A thread. Disbelief tinged her expression and left her looking confused.

      “But you have us,” Marian said quickly.

      With a nudge to her brother, Shepley added, “Yes, of course. That’s why we’re here. We’ve come to bring you home. To take care of you.”

      Miss Bishop turned to her relatives, but for no reason he could ever explain, her gaze fell on him. He was standing back, apart from the others and she stared at him as if transfixed.

      Perhaps she was only now realizing that he was here in the room with them, and that he’d been there all along.

      With her blue eyes piercing him like a saber, he found himself doing what he did best in these sort of situations. Or, in any situation.

      He took charge.

      “I’m sure you’ll find this is for the best, Miss Bishop.” He met her gaze evenly as he frowned. “After a good night’s sleep and a chance to recover from today’s activities, I expect you’ll be a good girl and go to London as your father wished.”
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      Felicity’s footsteps echoed against the brightly polished wooden floors of her cousins’ hallway.

      She found herself trying to tiptoe lest she sound like a stampeding elephant escaped from a carnival. It was to no avail. Marian’s voice called out to her from the parlor when she was still several paces away. “Felicity? Is that you? You’re just in time.”

      Felicity winced and moved toward the door. It wasn’t that she didn’t wish to see Marian. In the weeks that she’d been staying in her cousins’ home, she’d grown fond of the other woman. Bartholomew too. They were polite and rather rigid—no doubt because of their stations and upbringing—but they had been nothing but kind to her since her arrival.

      They’d gone out of their way to make her feel included, and not an act of charity. Which she was.

      Marian smiled when she arrived in the doorway, and Felicity grinned at the sight before her.

      “Aunt Greta,” she said. “You look marvelous.”

      The elderly woman preened, patting her silver coif as she swayed from side to side to show off the glaringly bright red skirts of her new gown.

      Marian’s expression was one of tolerant amusement as she watched her great aunt. “I’ve tried to tell her that the color is too garish⁠—”

      “You say garish, I say eccentric,” Aunt Greta said. She winked at Felicity, making her giggle.

      She’d met Aunt Greta once when she was very little, but since moving into the family’s London townhome she’d grown excessively fond of the older woman. Between her and her cousins, she’d been made to feel so very at home.

      Except, of course, that it wasn’t her home.

      She tried not to show how much she missed her home in the country, smiling agreeably with their every offer to take her out on the town.

      They’d been so generous it was almost difficult to bear. She wasn’t used to such things. Within the first week of her arrival, she’d been fitted for a new wardrobe—in subdued colors, of course, since she was in mourning—and had watched one of the guest rooms be transformed into the most opulent bedroom she could have imagined. Bartholomew had given her access to his private library, and Marian had painstakingly attempted to include her in conversation when her friends came to visit, and . . .

      Those were the worst moments, truly. The ones she dreaded.

      Here in this house, she was starting to feel comfortable. But visitors brought her right back to where she’d been a month ago when she’d first arrived, terrified and speechless in the face of the city and her new grand home.

      When she was alone with her cousins and their aunt, she could relax, and it was only the ache of grief that kept her up at night. But visitors . . .

      “Aunt Greta, you must change before His Grace arrives for supper this evening,” Marian chided the older woman.

      Felicity’s nose crinkled in disgust before she could stop it. It was a weekly occurrence, dining with His Grace, and she dreaded it even more than the gossiping ladies who came to tea.

      At least they didn’t try to order her about.

      I expect you’ll be a good girl and go to London.

      Hmph. She was a good girl, she always had been, but his condescending tone had made her want to prove him wrong.

      Granted, he hadn’t explicitly ordered her about since then. At these tedious suppers he seemed content to ignore her.

      And Aunt Greta.

      He’d likely ignore her cousins too if he could get away with it. But as he had business dealings with one and an unofficial understanding with the other, he did his duty.

      And oh what a drudgery it was. The man was as interesting as toast. As quick to smile as he was to laugh. Which was to say, not quick at all. She wasn’t sure he was able to show any emotion other than disdain, disapproval, and disgust.

      No, not disgust. That would require too much life in his features. And heaven forbid he ever show any sign that he was a mere human like the rest of them. She’d never once seen him crack a smile, not even for Marian.

      In fact, if she ever heard him laugh she’d faint straight away from the shock. He didn’t tell amusing stories either. But of course, neither did Felicity—not when he was present. That was why she truly resented his attendance at these meals.

      As she’d grown comfortable here among her distant family, she’d discovered meals could be quite diverting. Lively, even. And afterward there was often music and stories and even charades.

      Her father would have loved it. The thought brought with it a pang.

      But when His Grace, the Duke of Pomposity came to dine, there was none of that. Everyone was on their best behavior. Even Aunt Greta.

      Well . . . sometimes Aunt Greta.

      “Just imagine if I were to wear this to dine tonight.” Aunt Greta spun around now, her movements sprightly and that of a woman a third her age as she chortled with laughter. “Do you think I’d scandalize the boy?”

      Marian sighed. “Mandrick is not a boy.”

      “No, indeed. He’s all grown now, I dare say.” Aunt Greta’s tone was distracted as she flounced over to view her reflection in a mirror.

      Marian patted the seat beside her as she looked over at Felicity who still hovered in the doorway. “Come, have a seat.”

      Felicity did as she was bid.

      “Where were you heading?” Marian asked. “Are we keeping you?”

      “No, not at all, I was just looking for a book.”

      “Another?” Marian’s eyes grew wide. “Have you already finished the pile you took to your rooms the other day?”

      “I thought she’d be buried under that heavy stack,” Aunt Greta tutted.

      Felicity gave a sheepish shrug. “I enjoy reading.”

      This was an understatement. She lived for books. Her father had as well. He spent a small fortune supplying their habit, which . . .

      She frowned down at her gloved hands in her lap.

      Perhaps he shouldn’t have. “Has there been any word from Mr. Beasley?”

      She glanced up quickly enough to catch the pity in Marian’s eyes. “Not yet, dear. But I assure you, Bartholomew will handle everything.”

      ‘Everything’ meaning what to do with the estate, figuring out how many debts her father had accrued . . . and where that left her.

      She fidgeted in her seat, unable to sit still as the now-familiar questions raced through her mind for the hundredth time that day.

      Why hadn’t her father told her their situation was so dire?

      He’d always patted her hand with a smile when she asked him how his latest meeting with Mr. Beasley had gone. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about numbers and figures, pet, he’d say. That’s for me to handle. And your husband, when the time comes.

      She’d always smiled in response, even if it rankled a bit, being treated like a child. But he’d been stubborn like that, refusing to let her help in any way aside from taking over the management of the household after her mother had died.

      And she hadn’t pushed the matter either. Which made her feel all the more like a dolt right now as she sat here in this grand estate, without a clue as to her financial means.

      Had he left her anything? Did he have a dowry set aside at all? What was to become of her home?

      She picked at the frayed edge of her old traveling gown. While some of her new wardrobe had arrived, the selection was far from complete, and on afternoons like this one when no visitors were expected, she found comfort in wearing her own clothes.

      “What is keeping him?” she murmured, more to herself than Marian.

      She knew Marian was right. Bartholomew was no doubt doing his duty and making all the appropriate inquiries, but Mr. Beasley had been either too busy with other business or occupied by traveling or . . .

      Oh, the list of excuses just kept coming. And it stung, truly. She’d come to think of the man as something more than merely her father’s friend. He’d been almost like an uncle to her. And to her father, he’d been more than just a solicitor, he’d been a trusted advisor. A partner, she’d thought, when it came to investments and estate management.

      She knew he often came to London for business reasons and she’d expected him to pay her a visit by now.

      “He’ll be here soon enough,” Marian said with a pat of her hand. “And when he’s here, my brother will look over the will and the other legal documents and . . . now, now, don’t you fret, dear.”

      “Oh no, you should certainly not fret,” Aunt Greta called out with alarm. “It will cause wrinkles, you know.”

      “Indeed,” Marian added with a sharp nod, though her lips were twitching as she met Felicity’s gaze. “Besides, as His Grace says, worry does us no good.”

      Felicity flinched. She’d heard him say something similar at dinner the week prior. Though she thought perhaps he’d been talking about a different emotion.

      Any emotion, it seemed, was useless to that man.

      Then it came to her. Precisely what the duke had said, and Felicity couldn’t help the laughter that bubbled up inside her and escaped before she could clap a hand over her mouth. “I believe what you meant was . . . ” She lowered her voice several octaves and drew her brows down in a mock glower as she sneered, “Worry a useless emotion.”

      For a moment, Felicity feared she’d gone too far in mocking the illustrious duke and his grave nature. But then Marian’s head fell back against the settee with a loud laugh, and her great aunt outright cackled in the corner.

      “Oh that was a spot-on impersonation,” Aunt Greta said through her laughter. “I thought he was in this room with us.”

      “Am I interrupting?” All three ladies gave a start as Bartholomew joined them, a smile tugging at his lips as if he were ready to laugh.

      “Not at all,” Marian said quickly.

      Bartholomew sat across from them, some correspondence in his hand, and he and Marian got to talking about old family friends Felicity did not know.

      “It seems there’s to be a wedding,” he said.

      “For which one?” Marian asked, looking over his shoulder.

      “I’m not certain. It seems the messenger was caught in the rain. Half the letter is smudged.”

      “Oh dear.” Marian tsked, studying the letter with a frown. “It was good of them to remember us though.”

      As Marian studied the letter in her hand, Felicity found herself studying Marian. The woman intrigued her. There was more to her than the reserved smiles and polite small talk, but she was not an easy woman to know. She imagined it would take more time for Marian to be truly open with Felicity about topics that truly mattered.

      Not for the first time, Felicity wondered at Marian’s thoughts on the duke.

      It wasn’t possible that she liked the man. Who could? There was nothing to like, unless one was overly fond of scowls and an unpleasant demeanor.

      But if Marian disliked him, she showed not a hint of her true feelings. Felicity toyed with the frayed edge of her cuffs as she contemplated what it must be like to live like that . . . so guarded and unemotional.

      She herself might be shy and tongue-tied around certain people, but around her friends and family she knew not how to hide her feelings like that. If anything, her father used to say she wore her heart on her sleeve.

      Perhaps shoving one’s feelings beneath the surface was something they taught at finishing school these days.

      Felicity was jolted out of her wayward thoughts when her name was mentioned.

      “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if we brought Felicity along,” Marian was saying to Bartholomew.

      Felicity straightened. “Along where?”

      Bartholomew grinned at her as he held up the correspondence. “My sister and I have been invited to a wedding in the family⁠—”

      “Not family,” his sister corrected. “Just old friends.”

      “That’s right,” Bartholomew agreed. “The Lorimers were dear friends of my parents, and our country estates neighbored each other⁠—”

      “We might as well have been cousins to their sons,” Marian finished with a wistful smile. “We were all so close as children.”

      “It’s been an age since we’ve seen them though, eh?” Bartholomew mused.

      “And they wish for you to join them for a wedding,” Felicity guessed. “How lovely.”

      “Yes, it seems one of the sons is getting married. But of course we wouldn’t leave you,” Bartholomew said.

      “Not at the start of the Season,” Marian added. “We wouldn’t dream of it.” She leaned forward with a smile. “You must come with us.”

      But Felicity was already shaking her head vigorously, her stomach churning at the mere thought of being surrounded by strangers and in yet another new residence. Her fingers clutched the edge of the settee as if she could hold herself there.

      The cousins looked at one another and a silent communication occurred.

      Bartholomew nodded, his expression resigned. “It’s settled, we shall give our regards and send our regrets⁠—”

      “No!” Felicity shot up out of her seat. “You mustn’t stay here just for me.”

      “No, indeed,” Aunt Greta added, coming to stand beside Felicity and linking their arms. “I’ll be here, won’t I? We can manage just fine without you.”

      Both cousins looked wary, but Aunt Greta continued with a steely tone that brooked no arguments. “Now, listen here, my darling nephew and niece. Who was it who chaperoned Marian when your mother was ill? Who was it who chaperoned your mother before that?”

      “Oh. Well . . . ” Marian cast a doubtful glance toward her brother. But there was hopefulness there too.

      It was clear as day that both siblings wished to go, so Felicity hurried to add, “I’d much rather stay here, if it’s all the same to you. I assure you I’ll be fine here with Aunt Greta.”

      A silence passed and once again the siblings seemed to share one mind before Bartholomew nodded. “Very well. We won’t be away long.”
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