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          FIVE DAYS UNTIL MAY DAY…

        

      

    

    
      Miss Aubrey Featherly sat at her window overlooking the park. Her head was upon her fist, her mouth turned down in an uncharacteristically pouty frown. She wasn’t prone to fits of melancholy or even self-pity, as a general rule, but today she was drowning in both emotions.

      First, because Lady Lily Chase was being escorted about the park in front of their Mayfair school by the handsome Mr. Wright. He had that sort of sweeping blond hair and flashing blue eyes that might steal a girl’s breath. At the dance they’d attended last evening, he’d asked Aubrey to dance first and she’d been tied into fits of blushing as he’d spun her about the room with sure, strong hands.

      But in very typical fashion, at least for her, she’d barely spoken a word. Shyness had plagued Aubrey her entire life. Which was how she’d ended up here, at the Dukesbury Finishing Seminary. Located in the very fashionable neighborhood of Mayfair, it was known for creating successful debutantes from dismal prospects such as herself.

      Not that her year and half at Dukesbury had resulted in much success. Perhaps if she simply needed more skill at the pianoforte, or her frocks were often wrinkled, or she lacked decorum in her presentation, she’d be able to overcome her obstacles on the path to matrimony.

      No matter how many times Madame Bellafonte thrust her in front of a prospective suitor, she could not untie her tongue.

      And so Mr. Wright had asked another lady to dance last night: Lady Lily, a fellow student who he’d then called on this morning. And it was Lily who was now fawning on his arm as they circled the park.

      Worse yet, the park was abuzz with activity today, the sort in which she’d very much like to participate. It was the end of April, and the rain had given way to beautiful blue skies, with flowers blooming everywhere. And Mayfair had decided to host a celebration in honor of its splendor. As a result, a maypole was being hoisted into place by several of the men who lived around the park. In five days’ time, they’d have a May Day celebration with dancing and music and all sorts of merriment.

      And she’d likely miss it.

      Madame Bellafonte would never let them participate in the May Day dance, of course. It was too…improper.

      But in order to participate in the rest of the festival, they’d need a proper chaperone, a family member or friend who’d be considered appropriate.

      Aubrey had written to her family, of course, but no one had replied. Not that that surprised her, but she’d hoped…

      With a sigh, she watched Lily and Mr. Wright stop to observe the men as they gave the final heave to the log that would make up the maypole. Ribbons danced in the air like a colorful flag as they swirled about the wreath attached to the top.

      Lily pointed, laughing as her free hand looped into Mr. Wright’s arm. He bent low, his face close to Lily’s as he whispered something in her ear. In return, she gave him a large smile.

      Aubrey’s arms folded onto the sill, then she dropped her head down, her cheek resting on the cradle she’d created as a heavy sigh slipped from her lips.

      Madame Bellafonte had an excellent record with her students making matches after attending her school, but Aubrey was going to be a failure.

      Her mother’s words echoed in her ears. “She’s pretty enough and reasonably accomplished,” she’d huffed to Aubrey’s older brother, the Baron of Tidewell. “But the girl gets so tongue-tied, it’s hopeless.”

      Her brother had waved his hand. “I’ll make some match for her. There are men who will take even her. One of my friends will take pity on me and take her off my hands.”

      Even her.

      Unwittingly, she let out another sigh.

      “What’s wrong?” Miss Camilla Fairbanks asked from behind Aubrey.

      Aubrey lifted her head, turning to look at her friend. Camilla’s blonde ringlets bounced as she glided across the room. They shared the attic space with several other girls, all of whom began filing into the dormitory. Decorum class must have finished. “Nothing,” Aubrey replied as Camilla came to stand with her at the window. “How was class?”

      “Fine,” Camilla said. “Madame Bellafonte is most excited that the duke who owns the townhouse across the way has come to town. He’s even been seen socializing. Apparently this is unusual for him. I’d personally enjoy meeting him. We might have a great deal in common.”

      Aubrey nodded, only half listening. “That’s nice,” she said as she continued to stare out the window. She knew about the duke, of course. They all did. But her hopes of making such a match were near impossible.

      “Are you lamenting the fact that you won’t be able to participate in the May Day fair?” Camilla asked, her voice low to keep from being overheard by the other girls.

      “What makes you ask that?” Aubrey looked back at Mr. Wright, who’d begun walking with Lily once again. Camilla was nothing if not observant, so it was a silly question, but Aubrey only wished to delay explaining. She didn’t relish saying the words out loud.

      “It’s the logical conclusion based on the view out the window.” Camilla touched her shoulder as she sat on the window seat beside her.

      “I suppose it is,” she answered. It was at least partially true. Mostly she was lamenting the fact that she’d watch the rest of her friends make wonderful matches with men like Mr. Wright. Not that she wished them any ill. She’d rejoice in their happiness. It was just that she wanted a bit for herself.

      “My brother is coming,” their friend Lady Sarah Appleton piped in, her auburn hair and green eyes glinting in the sun as she joined them by the window. “I’m certain he could bring a gentleman to escort you. Even Madame Bellafonte would have to approve of that.”

      Aubrey frowned. Madame Bellafonte prided herself on launching girls with spotless reputations. “I’m not certain she would.”

      Miss Rose Waterstone walked over too, her hand patting Aubrey’s shoulder. “We’ll try to ask her. But in the meantime, we must find a way to help Aubrey participate in the May Day fun, even if Madame doesn’t agree. It’s the most romantic time of the year, even Wordsworth knows it to be true.” Rose’s gaze grew far off and dreamy as she quoted her favorite poet.

      

      “She was a phantom of delight

      When first she gleam'd upon my sight;

      A lovely apparition, sent

      To be a moment's ornament;

      Her eyes as stars of twilight fair;

      Like Twilight's, too, her dusky hair;

      But all things else about her drawn

      From May-time and the cheerful dawn;

      A dancing shape, an image gay,

      To haunt, to startle, and waylay.”

      Aubrey was quite used to Rose regularly spouting bouts of poetry, and she gave her friend a small smile that quickly slipped from her face again. “I’m not hoping for romance this May Day, just a bit of fun.” She didn’t say this to her friends, but in her heart, she’d given up on May Day love—or any love at all.

      Madame Bellafonte would have to add Aubrey Featherly to her short column of failures. She’d allow her brother to make some sort of match for her, just so that she didn’t have to spend the rest of her life listening to him and her mother lament her spinsterhood.

      Sarah clapped her hands, her eyes aglow. Sweet and kind, Sarah was prone to fits of fancy, and she had that look about her now. “I’ve had the most splendid idea,” she said, and then leaned in closer to whisper.

      All the other girls leaned in too. Sarah angled her head down to keep her voice from carrying. “Tomorrow morning, let’s go out before the sun has even risen and do our own celebration. No one will be about to see us, and we might even be able to dance a bit.”

      Aubrey cocked her head to the side. The idea had merit. She’d love to see the pole up close, touch the ribbons, and dance about, if only for a minute or two. “What if we get caught?”

      Camilla raised her index finger. “In the most technical sense, we’re not breaking any rules. We’re together, we’re in sight of the school, and we’re exercising out of doors before the sun can freckle our skin.”

      Aubrey blinked. How convenient. Out the window, the pole was upright, and several of the men who’d discarded their jackets were wiping their brows.

      Aubrey looked down at them, noting one, larger than the rest, who was scrubbing his neck with his pocket square. Not only was he large, but there was a masculine roughness about his appearance that captured her attention, and she leaned a bit closer. His gaze lifted, his dark eyes penetrating hers with a piercing stare.

      She gave a gasp and jerked back into the shadows. Her skin prickled as though he’d actually touched her. Who was he, and why did he look at her so?

      “Well I, for one, should like to see the mechanism these men used to secure the pole in place,” Camilla said, oblivious to Aubrey’s discomfort. “I’m for the idea.”

      “Me too.” Sarah clapped again. “Rose?”

      Rose nodded. “Indeed, the pole is so romantic, surely we should get close enough to it to make a wish.”

      “A wish?” Aubrey asked. “Do people make wishes on May Day poles?”

      Rose shook her head. “I’m not certain, but I’m going to. Something about it is too fanciful to resist.”

      “Are you going to wish for a husband?” Camilla wrinkled her nose as she added, “Or love?”

      Camilla only believed in what she could see and had little understanding of the other girls’ romantic dreams or their hopes of finding a love match.

      “No,” Rose laughed as she answered. “Don’t be silly. Nothing so life-changing as that. I’m going to wish for a special edition of Wordsworth’s poetry.”

      Aubrey reached back and squeezed Rose’s hand. Her family had sent her here so that she might marry well and save their financial future. Genteel poverty. Such a lovely term for a devastating state. It meant Rose rarely had extra money for things other than school and her wardrobe for the season.

      “I’d wish for a chemistry set of my very own,” Camilla sighed. “Though we all know that Madame Bellafonte would take the set away if she ever discovered it.”

      “What would you wish for, Sarah?” Rose asked.

      Sarah sighed. “A knight in shining armor. One who could slay my dragons, past and present.”

      Aubrey managed not to laugh, but only just. Sarah had a romantic flair that she constantly attempted to squash. Camilla’s brows drew together in puzzlement, but Rose sighed right along with Sarah. It was so like Sarah to be so romantically fanciful. Aubrey glanced at each of her friends in turn. “Do you know what I’d wish for?”

      “What?” Camilla asked.

      “A puppy,” she answered, looking back out onto the square.

      “A puppy?” Sarah asked, wrinkling her nose. “Why?”

      “I’ve always wanted one, but my family would never allow me to have any pets. They make my brother sneeze. But I don’t think a puppy would care that I get tongue-tied, or that my marriage prospects are dismal, or that I shall be one of Madame Bellafonte’s greatest failures.”

      Sarah gave her arm a squeeze. “You’re not a failure. Don’t say that.”

      Aubrey gave them a falsely bright smile. She didn’t want their pity. Fun, that was what they needed. “Tomorrow morning we’ll make our wishes around the maypole in earnest.”
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          FOUR DAYS UNTIL MAY DAY…

        

      

    

    
      His Grace, Andrew White, sixth Duke of Amesbury, Marquess of Highgarden, Earl of Stanford, stood outside in the gray light of dawn and stared down at the newest addition to his pack of hunting dogs, Axel, waiting for the puppy to tinkle. They’d been outside for near a quarter of an hour.

      The dog had begun whining before the sun had risen, and Drew had been sure the dog needed to relieve himself. So he’d hauled himself from his warm bed to give the pup his needed break.

      Drew insisted on training all his dogs himself, which, in the case of puppies, meant early morning trips outside. But as he stared down at the puppy with a frown, he had to confess, this dog wasn’t doing as well as most of his others. He’d been the runt of the litter, and Drew had never before chosen such a dog, but something in Axel had been difficult to resist. He’d been an emotional choice. A decision Drew was quickly regretting.

      Even now, the pup circled about, more interested in rubbing against his boots than taking care of business. He bent down, frowning at the dog. “There are work times and play times, Axel, and this is a work time. You’ll have to understand that if you’re going to succeed—” But he stopped as a wet puppy tongue licked up his face, leaving a trail of drool from his chin to his nostrils.

      The licking came to an abrupt halt, however, as the distinct sound of feminine laughter filled the air.

      His head came up as he stared into the early morning shadows. What women would be about Mayfair at this time in the morning?

      He swiveled his head but couldn’t discern anything for certain. Drew took Axel to the back garden of the property, and from here, he could make out almost nothing of the street or the park beyond.

      Axel’s head lifted too as he took several large sniffs in the air.

      Drew reached out to pet the dog in comfort and a quiet command to heel, but he was a fraction of a second too late; as his hand reached out to pet the pup’s silky fur, the dog shot off, his claws digging into the damp earth as he scurried for the garden gate.

      Drew gave a sharp command for Axel to stop, but like any decent hunting dog, the pup had found the scent and there was no holding him back.

      Wiggling through the bars of the gate, the naughty puppy gave a yipping howl of joy as he broke free and shot down the drive at full speed, legs flailing with untrained muscle and lots of energy.

      Drew straightened, scrubbing his face with his hands. He’d have to go fetch the dog, which had likely joined the merrymaking ladies in the park.

      A rumble of frustration drifted from his lips.

      He had no interest in chatting with women of any kind this morning. He was out here to train his dog. Nothing more.

      It was bad enough he’d had to help with the May Day pole the day before. As if making merry held any appeal.

      Drew had come to London for the season with the express purpose of finding a bride. He was a man of nearly thirty, had recently inherited the dukedom, and it was his duty to wed and provide the dukedom with an heir.

      And he thought he’d done exactly that. He’d picked a beautiful debutante, Lady Abigail Wilkes, who possessed all the skill and grace a woman was supposed to have in order to make an apt duchess.

      But somehow the match had fallen apart.

      He was a duke. How could this have happened?

      He rubbed the back of his neck as he headed for the gate. It had happened because he was “cold and hard, and you only care about your dogs.” Those were Lady Abigail’s exact words and they still stung.

      Perhaps he hadn’t been very affectionate with the woman. It might be true. But he couldn’t help it if he didn’t feel that way about her, could he?

      All she cared about was ribbons and dresses and parties. He wasn’t being entirely fair—she’d also been excessively concerned about gossip and appearances.

      He stomped down the driveway, seeing Axel’s white tail as it wagged emphatically while he made haste toward the maypole.

      Drew let out a loud, grumbling sigh. He should have known that the giggling was coming from the pole. What was it about the May Day celebration that scrambled women’s minds? It was as though they expected husbands to rain down from the sky and drop to one knee in proposal after they fell. Silly nonsense.

      Charging across the park, he made his way toward the group of ladies who gathered at its base. One had dropped to her knees, oblivious of the dew, and had gathered Axel in her arms.

      He stopped, a jolt traveling through him.

      She wore a gown of pale lavender, her creamy skin accentuated by the pallid light of dawn. Unintelligible coos fell from her lips as Axel kissed her with the same vigor he’d done his master just a minute prior. “Traitor,” Drew mumbled as he started toward her again.

      Behind her, three other girls had gathered, but he hardly noticed them as he assessed the girl on the ground.

      He’d seen her yesterday. Looking down from the window of Madame Bellafonte’s school.

      Which meant several things. She was a lady of some breeding and nearing marriageable age. She was likely unfortunate in some regard, though he could hardly see what that would be.

      Her mass of chestnut hair was pinned in a loose coif that highlighted her clear blue eyes and her high cheekbones.

      Her smile as she looked down at Axel could only be described as angelic. He stopped several feet in front of her, a hand coming to his hip. “Axel.” He used his sternest voice, the one that made men quake in their boots and parliament bend to his will. But neither dog nor woman paid him any mind.

      In fact, they both ignored him completely.
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        * * *

      

      Aubrey’s heart plummeted straight down to her toes at the sound of the man’s voice. Of course this wasn’t her puppy. Of course the dog had an owner. Wishing on maypoles wasn’t even an actual thing. How could she expect that her wish might come true?

      But the dog’s sweet face and silky fur had made her forget her reason for a moment as she’d dropped to her knees in the wet grass.

      “Axel, come this instant.” The voice rang low and deep in the crisp morning air.

      Axel, as was clearly his name, showed absolutely no sign of obeying his owner. In fact, he burrowed deeper against her body.

      With a sigh, Aubrey rose, lifting the dog as she did. She’d have to return him bodily to his owner.

      Axel snuggled his head under her chin as he continued to whine for more affection while she crossed the short distance to the man who’d stopped several feet away. “He belongs to you?” she asked as she lifted her gaze to meet Axel’s owner’s.

      And she nearly gasped aloud.

      First, because she recognized the man instantly as the one she’d seen helping with the maypole the day before. Only up close he was even taller, broader, and more brooding than he’d appeared from her third-story window the day before.

      And second, because he scowled down at her with such ferocity, she hardly knew what to make of it.

      “He does,” the man rumbled back with a frown.

      Axel had gone still in her arms, and she looked down to realize the pup had promptly fallen asleep against her. “Oh dear,” she whispered as he nuzzled his nose into the crook of her arm.

      “Thank you for catching him. Who knows how long I’d have had to chase him if you hadn’t,” the man said as his hands settled on his hips.

      Aubrey snuck a peek at the man again. He had the sort of features that seemed to be set in a perpetual frown, his dark bushy brows set low over his near-black glittering eyes. His nose was slightly hooked, but that didn’t mean he was unpleasant to look at. In fact, it was quite the opposite. He had a sort of rough masculine charm that was…arresting. Her cheeks heated as she looked back down at the dog. “You’re most welcome.”

      “Of course he likely would not have run off at all if you lot hadn’t been making a racket.”

      Her chin snapped up again. He was blaming her for his dog running away? “I beg your pardon?”

      “What would Madame Bellafonte think of you being out here at this hour?”

      Her lips pressed together as she looked back at her friends, all of whom had gathered next to the pole.

      Somehow, his mention of her headmistress reminded Aubrey that she didn’t normally feel comfortable talking to men, even exceptionally grumpy ones. “I…I…” she started, but couldn’t get the words out.

      He grunted. “My guess is she’d be very unhappy.”

      Her tongue seemed to swell in her mouth. Aubrey looked back at her friends again as they huddled closer. They were depending on her. She swallowed, trying to make words come from her mouth. “I…” she tried again and felt heat infusing her cheeks. She buried her nose in the dog’s fur, taking a deep breath. Somehow he calmed her racing heart. Then she lifted her chin again. She uttered the only sentence that came to mind, since it was one she’d practiced extensively. “I am Miss Aubrey Featherly. It’s my honor to make your acquaintance, sir.”

      And then she winced. Had she just introduced herself to a man?

      In response, he grimaced. “And I yours.”

      She blinked. Was he not going to introduce himself? “Axel? That’s his name?”

      “Yes. He’s meant to be part of a whole. One piece of my hunting pack.”

      “Oh,” she answered, frowning down at the little bundle in her arms. “Not everyone is meant to fit into the group.” Her lips pressed closed again. It was a thought she had often about herself, but had she really just said that? Out loud?

      “True,” he answered, his voice less rough than it had been before. “And I fear you might be right about Axel here. He’s intelligent enough but more free-spirited than any of my other dogs. I can’t even get him to respond to his own name.”

      Looking down at the bundle in her arms, she was able to speak. “Perhaps it just isn’t the right name.”

      “That’s not how names usually work,” he answered back.

      She shrugged, focusing on a little brown spot on the dog’s back. “He’s your dog. It’s your choice, of course.”

      He let out a long, slow breath. Was he annoyed? But then he took a half step closer, seeming to relax a bit as his shoulders dropped. “What would you name him?”

      Her gaze snapped up to his, but to her surprise, her tongue didn’t swell in her mouth. “Stanley?”

      His face tightened. “My least favorite cousin is named Stanley.”

      “Not Stanley then.” Aubrey shifted, rubbing her cheek on the pup’s back. “Stewart, Clyde, Snuggles…”

      He made a choking noise. “I’m a man. I don’t give dogs names like Snuggles.”

      She pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. “Fair point. How about Patches?”

      The dog lifted his head, opened his eyes, and gave her another large lick before he closed his eyes again.

      Her lips parted. “I think he likes the name.”

      “Patches?” the man asked in a scoff. The dog dutifully opened his eyes and wiggled, trying to escape her arms.

      In response, the man reached out, grabbing the pup, his hand brushing her bare arms. At his touch, the strangest tingling spread through her, and she hugged herself to keep from shivering. “Now that we’ve named your pup, do you have a name, sir?”

      He cleared his throat as the puppy settled in his arms, falling asleep once again. “The Duke of Amesbury, at your service.”

      One of her friends squeaked behind her. But she could hardly hear the noise. Her own ears had begun to buzz. She’d dropped to the grass and then introduced herself to a duke.
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