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        December 1816

        Danby Castle, Yorkshire

      

      

      

      Lady Eleanor Napier wiped away the fog her breath left on the carriage window so she could better see the immense castle as they arrived.

      “This is Danby Castle?”

      “That is our destination,” her brother Archie, Lord Morley, said before yawning.

      “But it’s grander than Buckingham Palace.”

      “You exaggerate as always, Ellie.”

      Archie’s wife, and Ellie’s best friend, Harriet, stretched and lowered her feet to the floor. She’d been sleeping on Archie’s shoulder. “We’re here? I must look a mess.” She smoothed her hair into some semblance of order.

      Dark and forbidding, the ancient stone structure had a personality of its own. Ellie decided it belonged in a gothic romance, especially with the heavy clouds dimming the twilight. Reaching toward the small shape under the blanket beside her, Ellie shook her niece Susan’s shoulder to wake the tot. “Have you honestly spent Christmas here every year of your life, Harriet?”

      “No. We only came when my grandfather, the duke, demanded it. Yes, the castle is beautiful, but some rooms are quite drafty. One of my cousins insists the gallery is haunted by the ghost of the first Duke of Danby. I think my cousin was merely trying to scare the younger children.”

      “The only thing haunting that old place is the current duke,” Archie grumbled. “Come to think of it, the old man rather looks like the castle—gray, rigid and austere. Are you sure he isn’t the first duke? He’s old enough.”

      Harriet’s laughter bubbled up. “Don’t say such things. He might hear you even from out here. He hears all, knows all. Definitely scary.”

      The carriage drew to a halt before the massive wooden doors, one of which stood open. Dawson, the butler, awaited them in his elegant livery. Two footmen scurried past him to help the visitors disembark.

      Ellie could barely walk, not because of the storm or numb limbs, but because she couldn’t stop gazing at the grandiosity of the setting. “Do you really believe he’ll help me find a husband?” she whispered.

      “That’s the very thing the duke lives for.” Archie pressed gently on her back to urge her inside.

      “It’s rarely a single man or woman leaves Christmas at Danby Castle without at least an attachment,” Harriet said. “Many cannot wait until they leave to marry. The vicar’s schedule is very full this time of year.”

      “I hope the duke can help me,” Ellie said. “Are you sure he won’t mind my coming without an invitation?”

      “He’ll be delighted,” Harriet said. “He might not have an equal number of ladies and gentlemen, or some young ladies might not be interested in the gentlemen he’s chosen for them, or vice versa. It never hurts to have a few extra ladies in reserve.”

      Astonished, Ellie asked, “There are ladies who don’t wish to marry? I’ve never heard of one.”

      Archie laughed. “Have you forgotten how my lovely wife and I met?”

      “I wasn’t about to let the duke demand I marry someone of his preference,” Harriet said. “Little did I know my attempt at escape would end with a proposal.”

      “It’s as if the duke’s demands are magical.” Ellie sighed. “He insists one should marry, and one does.”

      “Danby will be quite fond of you, if you say that within his hearing.” Archie helped Harriet up the icy steps.

      Ellie must be the only girl left in all of England who wanted a husband and could not find one. She’d had five London Seasons and hadn’t met a man she could marry. She’d met very few men, truth be told. Mama insisted it was because Ellie tended to watch the dancing from behind a large potted plant, or sit among the plain misses at the edge of a ballroom, where they broke into fits of hysterical giggling should a man even look their way. No sensible man would approach them.

      Mama might be correct. Ellie abhorred large gatherings. Her mouth went dry, and her mind, blank when anyone, man or woman, asked her a question while others were present to overhear. She feared to say the wrong thing to the point of saying nothing at all.

      The carriage rides home after those assemblies varied little, with Mama harping the same refrain.

      It is extremely difficult for a gentleman to discover your wit and intelligence when you refuse to speak with him. Additionally, he might assume you are giving him the cut direct, refusing to talk to him, in which case he’ll search for a more willing companion.

      This time would be different. She would make certain of it. She was twenty-four now. All of her friends were married. Many had children already, like Harriet. So many of those friends gave Ellie such pitying looks she’d stopped visiting them. Only Harriet remained strong in her belief that Ellie was merely waiting for the right man to come along.

      “Welcome, Lord and Lady Morley,” Dawson said as they stepped inside. “Peter will show you to your rooms.”

      “Thank you,” Archie replied. “My sister Lady Eleanor is joining us.”

      “Very good, sir. She will have a bedchamber near yours.”

      Following the young footman up the grand staircase, Ellie tried to get her fill of every inch of the castle that she could see from where she was. So absorbed was she, she stumbled on a step.

      Archie grabbed her arm to steady her. “You don’t have to see it all now. You’ll have plenty of time during our stay. Harriet will take you on a tour tomorrow if you wish.”

      The bedchamber the footman led Ellie to was as large as her parents’ bedchamber at home. A massive carved wood bed stood in the center, deep red curtains pulled back on the side near the fireplace, which glowed brightly and kept the room comfortably warm. A pair of chairs and a small table were to one side, and a large clothes press on the other.

      The footman bowed before leaving. “Your bags will be brought to you. If you should need anything, simply ask and it will be seen to.”

      “Thank you, Peter.” Although she’d slept for much of the day in the carriage, sleep beckoned. She must wait until her clothes were unpacked, but she’d retire early tonight.

      Since her maid hadn’t arrived yet, Ellie removed her cloak and gloves and laid them on the foot of the bed. As much as she longed to see the castle, her gown was terribly wrinkled from their long journey. She’d have to wait until morning.
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      Simon Graves, Marquess of Wickham, hid in his bedchamber where he read a book on Greek literature he’d taken from his great uncle’s massive library. The duke must own one of every manuscript ever printed, novels and fine literature alike. Wickham’s numerous cousins had some sort of entertainment planned for the morning, but he’d slipped quietly away after breakfast.

      His cousin Leander had mentioned these summons of Danby’s, but Wickham had given it little mind. What Danby did for—or to—his grandchildren had little to do with Wickham, a mere grandnephew. The old man must have completed his mission to marry off his grandchildren and now aimed his focus on his siblings’ grandchildren.

      Wickham wasn’t even positive why he’d acknowledged the summons—the wording was much too severe and demanding to call it an invitation. His father, the Duke of Stapleton, had no issue with Wickham’s lack of pursuit of a wife. A few times Wickham had developed a notion to consider looking for an appropriate young lady, but the idea always passed if he waited long enough.

      A knock at the door startled him from his thoughts. “Come in.”

      His brother Lord Giles entered the room. “Mother has noticed your absence in the drawing room.” He sat in the empty chair and reached for the book Wickham had just set down on the table between them. “Greek literature, and written in Greek, no less. We came this far for you to revisit your schooling?”

      “One never knows when one might be required to quote a subject in Greek.” He couldn’t hold back his wry grin.

      Shaking his head, Giles smiled. “Ah yes. It slipped my mind how often the occasion arose. Now, why did we come to Danby Castle if not to mingle with our cousins and other guests?”

      Wickham sighed. “I intended to play the part of the good nephew, but charades? Why can’t we play whist or some other card game? I’d find that much more entertaining.”

      “I don’t think that’s the problem at all. You’re afraid Danby will succeed in seeing you betrothed by the end of our visit.”

      Stretching out his legs, Wickham placed his hands behind his head. “Ah, now, you cannot make me riled enough to force myself to play charades.”

      “There are many things you could be doing. Billiards. Riding the grounds.”

      “Have you looked outside? Another foot of snow fell last night.” When his brother tipped his head the way he did when catching Wickham in hyperbole, he muttered, “All right, a few more inches. We won’t be riding in the near future unless we stay to the roads.”

      “Tell me you won’t spend the entire two weeks in your bedchamber.”

      “I had breakfast with the others.” Wickham watched for Giles head tip again.

      “If it’s not a fear of getting leg-shackled to one of the ladies here, why do you hide?”

      Wickham rose and strode to the window, pulling back the curtain to look at the snow piled high in the garden below. “I will leave my bedchamber shortly. I can explore the castle since it’s too cold outside to take in the grounds.”

      “I can prove you are afraid.”

      “How, when I’m not?”

      “I’ll wager you’ll be betrothed by Christmas.”

      Laughter burst from deep within. “Giles, you are mad!”

      “You cannot remain hidden the entire two weeks, however. You must be social every day. If you can do that and still be single at Christmas, you’ll win.”

      Since the time they were boys they’d wagered over silly things…who’d reach the top of the hill first; who could eat more sausages. Trivial bets with ridiculous prizes. Money was no enticement to prove the other wrong. Their allowances were more than generous. Winning itself was a reward, but making a brother give up some prized possession like a whistle or hunting dog was a grand way to lord it over the other.

      What else was he to do for a fortnight? He’d go mad sitting alone in his bedchamber. “What’s the prize?”

      “You’ll bet on it?”

      “I haven’t decided. What’s the prize?”

      Giles took a gold watch from his pocket. “I bought this on my last journey to London. It’s made by Grant. It’s worth a pretty penny.”

      “I have plenty of pretty pennies of my own, and a few plain ones, to boot. I could buy my own watch.”

      “You could buy anything I have,” Giles said. “What will you wager? I must have some entertainment. Humor me in this.”

      It was humor he wanted, was it? Wickham decided to see how humorous he found this wager. “Haphazard.”

      Giles bounded to his feet. “You want my horse, my best hunter?”

      “Ah, the man has little confidence in the success of his wager.”

      “No, now, that isn’t what I meant. But Haphazard? I’ll wager Belle or Pan.”

      “They are no enticement to me. It’s Haphazard or we’re done.”

      Adjusting his cravat, Giles considered the bet. “What will you wager in return?”

      “I’m staking my life, my sanity. Isn’t that enough?”

      “I should receive something in return for being correct that you’ll marry a woman who comes to the castle.”

      Wickham grinned. “You get to keep your horse.”

      Giles scowled.

      “You’ll also have the pleasure of seeing me in my misery, and can remind me of it for the rest of our lives.”

      “I do believe you’ll fall in love. I’ll not lose my horse.” He held out his hand to shake. “It’s a bet.”

      Giles left, and Wickham continued to stare at the door. Fall in love? Proposing was one thing, but falling in love, and in two short weeks, was a farce. Come Christmas Wickham would have an excellent hunter.

      While he might have promised Giles he’d leave his bedchamber, he had no intention of joining charades. Picking up his book, he pictured the rooms in the castle. Where would he be least likely to be discovered?

      The perfect place came to mind, and he set off for that room.

      Taking the servants’ staircase in one corner of the castle, Wickham climbed up, up, up to the top floor. Some of the area there was set aside for servants’ quarters, but the larger portion was a nursery that only saw use when the duke’s extended family visited.

      Laughter, chatter, and a loud bump greeted him when he entered the nursery. He instantly questioned his choice of room to hide within. Yet this was the very last place anyone would think to look for him. Even Mother would assume he’d left the castle before sending a footman to look for him here.

      For that reason, and that reason alone, it was perfect.

      Roughly a dozen children from toddling age to running wild were supervised by three young women, likely their nursemaids. Two of those women ignored his presence, but one followed his moves around the room. A chair and table in front of one of the small windows was his destination.

      As he walked past the bolder of the women, she smiled. “Which are your children?”

      “None. I…used to play in this room when I was their age. Nostalgia struck me.” The nostalgia was the only part that was a lie. His memories of visits to Danby Castle were happy ones, but he had no desire to return to an age where his choices were not his own.

      “I understand why. I’ve never seen anything quite as glorious as this castle.”

      After adjusting the chair so the light would flow over his shoulder onto the page, Wickham sat and opened his book.

      “How many children does the duke have?” She held an infant in her arms, swaying from side to side.

      Rather a cheeky girl, to insist on conversing with him. She must be a gentleman’s daughter and hadn’t been made aware that as a governess she should wait to be spoken to. Come to think of it, where were her charges? None of these children were old enough to require the services of a governess. Her speech was polished, showing her education, so it was unlikely she was a nursemaid.

      Regardless of her position and his rank, he couldn’t be rude. “Nine, I believe.”

      “I heard his brothers and sisters and their families will be here for the holiday, too. The castle is certainly large enough to house an entire village.”

      “There were probably times it had to do that very thing. Back in the feudal ages.” Wickham forced himself to focus on the pages of his book, giving her a hint to stop speaking to him.

      The young woman began to sing a hymn to the baby. Her voice was as sweet as any he’d heard in the drawing rooms in London, when young ladies were required to demonstrate their accomplishments. With her beauty, she would have received multiple offers of marriage in her first Season. Dark brown hair styled simply with a few loose curls about her round face allowed one’s eye to focus on her delicate features. Her clothing was finer than he’d expect a governess to afford, but maybe she was given cast-off gowns from the lady she worked for.

      None of that mattered. Not this week or any other week. While he might consider becoming better acquainted with some of his uncle’s guests in spite of the wager, he had no intentions of having a liaison with a woman one step up from being a servant.

      Still, she seemed a bit young to have gone into service. She could be a younger sister of one of the guests, and hadn’t yet come out into society. Likely she’d attend some of the entertainments his great uncle planned, as this was a family gathering and the duke didn’t stand on formality with family.

      She placed the infant in a cradle, greeting some older children who entered the room with their nursemaids. Taking the arms of a girl about two years old, she led the child in a circle. “Here we go, Susan. Who else would care to dance?”

      The woman began to hum a tune he recognized but couldn’t name. As she performed the steps of a country dance, she encouraged the older children to follow her moves.

      The other nurses clapped in time or danced about with the younger ones.

      Wickham set down his book, not taking the time to mark his page. The children laughed and bounded about with such glee. He couldn’t remember having had that much fun in this room. But then, he couldn’t recall a nursemaid such as this young woman.

      After more than an hour, she hugged a few of the children and left, taking none of the children with her. Was that sleeping infant her own? It would explain her comfort in speaking to him. That now seemed like a much more likely situation.

      He called out to one of the nursemaids. “Who was that woman?”

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “Do any of you know her?”

      The others shook their heads.

      How very odd.

      How very little it mattered.

      Picking up his book, he went back to his bedchamber.
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