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      A cold-hearted duke. A pragmatic miss. Who will be the first to surrender?

      

      Having turned down proposals from several very dull men over the years, Charlotte Harrow is less than hopeful when introduced to Cecil. He’s nice enough, but very, very dull.

      

      Cecil’s friend, the Duke of Thornton, comes to the rescue. Thornton’s magical words coming from Cecil’s notes almost sway Charlotte’s heart, but when she learns who’s behind the sweet sentiments, she’s outraged.

      

      Her anger intrigues Thornton, who has worked hard to keep his heart locked away. Without realizing, he allows Charlotte a glimpse of the man he could become. And Charlotte never backs away from a challenge.

      

      This sweet, kisses only Regency romance is an expanded version of the novella that appeared in the It’s Raining Rogues anthology.
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        Spring 1821

        Gipton, England

      

      

      

      Charlotte Harrow handed a small basket to her sister-in-law, Rebecca Harrow, who took it and peered beneath the cloth covering the food inside. “Do you think this will do for the Bradshaws? I worry it may not be enough.”

      Morning light spread through the windows of the dining room, where the two women sat at a table covered with more small baskets they’d put together for the poor villagers who lived nearby. As they worked, Charlotte was keenly aware of Rebecca’s condition, with her baby due in just over a month’s time. She kept a watchful eye, not missing the slight shift of discomfort as Rebecca repositioned herself on the hard wooden chair.

      “It’s what I take them every time,” Rebecca replied, her voice as composed as her demeanor. She set the basket with the others and tucked a stray lock of her light brown hair into its bun.

      Charlotte folded another piece of cloth around a tiny jar of ointment. “You are so good to your neighbors.”

      Rebecca’s eyes held a twinkle of mirth. “It is a talent I acquired from being a vicar’s daughter.” Her hand moved gently across her rounded abdomen, an unconscious gesture that made Charlotte a tad bit envious.

      Charlotte admired her sister-in-law’s unwavering dedication to the parish she and her husband Neil, Charlotte’s brother, had moved to recently, Gipton. How Rebecca continued to involve herself so fully, even with her condition, was both astonishing and worrying to Charlotte.

      “You should stay here and let me take the baskets to the parishioners,” Charlotte suggested, her concern slipping into her voice despite her attempt to keep it light. “Or better yet, go back to bed and enjoy a quiet morning.”

      Rebecca’s smile was one of both amusement and indulgence. “And let you run off to the village all on your own? I think not. Besides, the midwife assured me there was no reason to become a lady of leisure just yet.”

      Charlotte sighed with feigned exasperation but was secretly glad of Rebecca’s company. She’d only arrived at her brother’s home a week ago, and didn’t know the people in Gipton well enough to call on them this way. Despite her mother’s training over the years, she simply didn’t enjoy morning calls.

      Rebecca looked at her swollen middle and laughed. “I may require help in climbing the garden path before much longer, though.”

      Charlotte laughed with her. “You must let me know when that time comes, for I would like to see a woman of your resolve finally allow someone to lend her a hand.”

      Rebecca gave her a knowing smile. “It will not be today, I assure you.”

      Charlotte gathered baskets on her arms, and the maid took the rest, while Rebecca wrote notes in her elegant script, placing them on top of each one. “Then I suppose I am ready, if you are.”

      She walked beside Rebecca on the road to the village, their maid following behind. They paused each time they met a neighbor for Rebecca to say hello and introduce Charlotte. She marveled at Rebecca’s ease in conversing with others, a skill gained, no doubt, through years of loving service in her father’s parish. She wondered if she too might ever feel so naturally bound to a place and purpose.

      The village itself bustled around them, vibrant with the morning’s activity. Market stalls lined the street, and clusters of villagers stood exchanging news and pleasantries. Rebecca was greeted with enthusiasm at every turn, her presence as much a fixture in the community as the thatched roofs and cobbled lanes. She responded with genuine interest, asking after families, and accepting well-wishes for her upcoming confinement with a grace that left Charlotte in awe.

      “It seems they all know you better than I do,” she teased, and then Rebecca introduced her to yet another passing acquaintance.

      As they moved on, Rebecca laughed. “You have the advantage of knowing my secrets, a privilege these good people have yet to earn.”

      Their first stop was the modest cottage of an elderly widow who had lived alone since the passing of her husband many years before. The woman sat by the hearth, her form fragile and stooped, yet her face broke into a welcoming smile as the housekeeper led them inside. Rebecca embraced her warmly, then introduced Charlotte.

      “And how is your rheumatism this week, Mrs. Hartley?” Rebecca inquired with genuine concern. “Have you tried the remedies I left you last time?”

      Mrs. Hartley sighed, but not without humor. “I have tried them, and I shall keep trying until I am as spry as the two of you. Though that may take a bit longer than hoped.”

      Charlotte kneeled beside her, placing a small parcel in her lap. “We brought more of the ointment. I can rub some on your elbow if you’d like.”

      “You are a dear,” Mrs. Hartley replied, patting Charlotte’s hand with a gentle touch. “You know, I remember when a young lady of your age would be tending to her own household. But then, the world is changing, isn’t it?”

      Charlotte’s cheeks colored slightly at the remark, though Mrs. Hartley clearly hadn’t meant it unkindly. She applied the ointment with careful attention, masking her discomfort with cheerful efficiency.

      Rebecca and Mrs. Hartley shared news of the village, with the younger woman listening with genuine interest to the old woman’s stories.

      Their next visit was to a young mother who was clearly overwhelmed with four small children underfoot. The scene as they entered was one of delightful chaos, as the eldest chased the youngest with a wooden sword, while the middle children bickered over a piece of bread. The woman, her cheeks flushed from exertion, greeted them with a look of sheer relief. “Oh, thank heavens you’ve come. The children have been positively wild.”

      Charlotte handed some parcels to the children, each tied with string and labeled in Rebecca’s delicate handwriting. The children swarmed around her, eager to see what treasures might be hidden within the brown paper. She smiled as she watched them make their discoveries. After another short visit, the two women moved on.

      Next, they arrived at a small, tidy home occupied by a family recently beset by illness. Though pale and still recovering, the parents welcomed them with smiles of gratitude, clearly buoyed by Rebecca’s attentive concern. They sat together in the modest front room, the family’s three children gathered around their mother’s chair, their energy diminished but their spirits high.

      “We worried you might not come with the baby so close,” the mother said, directing her words toward Rebecca but extending her thanks to Charlotte as well. “The children have been asking after you all week.”

      Rebecca laughed. “You know very little can keep me from my visits.”

      After they distributed their parcels, they left the cottage with promises to return. Charlotte again walked beside Rebecca. There was no question that this was where Rebecca belonged, and the thought tugged at Charlotte, filling her with longing.

      “You are thinking very hard about something,” Rebecca observed, as they turned a corner toward their next destination.

      Charlotte hesitated, unsure whether to voice her musings. “Do you think I shall ever find this?” she asked, gesturing to the village that spread around them. “A place, I mean, that feels like my own?”

      Rebecca’s smile was kind and knowing. “You will find what you are meant to find. Or rather, it will find you.”

      They continued their journey, and though Charlotte appreciated Rebecca’s confidence, she remained uncertain. Her sister-in-law’s path seemed so clear and her own so undefined. Several years ago, she’d given up hoping to fall in love and decided to be happy with her lot as a loving aunt and cousin. Yet while watching her brother and sister-in-law prepare for the birth of their first child, something stirred to life in her.

      She wanted so much more than her life held now.

      “You have been a great comfort today,” Rebecca remarked, her voice pulling Charlotte from her thoughts. “I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

      Charlotte laughed, her spirits lifting slightly. “Possibly managed even better, as you always do.”

      The women made their way back home, the afternoon light softening the contours of the path ahead. A rider appeared on the horizon, growing from a speck to a presence with startling swiftness. “The Duke of Thornton,” Charlotte whispered, almost to herself, as his features and figure became clearer.

      Rebecca followed her gaze, smiling with recognition and amusement. “You seem surprised to see him. You know Bowden Hall is his, don’t you?”

      “I’m sure you and Neil have mentioned it before.” She tried to school her features to look nonchalant.

      Rebecca watched her, a knowing look in her eye that Charlotte found both comforting and exasperating.

      Thornton was closer now, his silhouette resolving into a form of both elegance and strength. He rode with the ease of one born to the saddle, his dark coat and tall hat lending him an air of distinguished authority. Charlotte’s cheeks grew warm, and she chastised herself for the fluttering in her chest, the betraying response of her own traitorous heart.

      Rebecca’s voice broke into her thoughts. “You are acquainted, are you not? I seem to recall a connection through Cousin Madeleine?”

      “We were both witnesses at her wedding to the Duke of Noblegreen, though I am certain it’s not a memorable association for him.”

      Rebecca said nothing but seemed to hold back a smile, her expression one of quiet amusement.

      They watched as Thornton rode past, his focus briefly shifting from the path to their figures. He moved with an assurance that turned his surroundings into mere backdrop, yet in that moment, his eyes met Charlotte’s, and he inclined his head ever so slightly, a nod that might have been missed had she not been so keenly attuned to every detail.

      She could hardly account for the reaction it stirred within her, a response out of all proportion to the gesture itself.

      Her hand moved to her bonnet, a reflexive smoothing of ribbons and fabric, as she watched him continue on, the distance growing once more between them. The moment left her unsettled and introspective, an unexpected twist in the day’s carefully planned path.

      “It appears he remembered you well enough,” Rebecca said after he passed, her voice full of gentle teasing.

      “I doubt that very much. He didn’t even say good day.”

      Rebecca laughed softly. “A man would be hard-pressed to forget you, Charlotte.”

      The words landed with both promise and perplexity, leaving Charlotte to ponder their meaning as they continued on their way. She wanted to believe her, yet the uncertainty of it all kept her cautious.

      The idea was foolish. She was the plain one among her cousins and sister, the least remarkable of the young women.

      They approached the Harrow’s house, and she cast a glance back down the road, half expecting to see Thornton still riding away, the other half wishing she might glimpse him turning back. She sighed when she realized what she was doing. Such folly, thinking a duke might remember an afternoon spent with her.

      As they walked up the garden path, Rebecca took Charlotte’s arm. “I envy you. Imagine how your life will be if a certain duke decides to renew his acquaintance now that he knows you’re here.”

      “I never realized how silly you can be. We won’t see more of the man while I’m here.” Charlotte felt a renewed warmth, a flush of possibility that mingled with her uncertainty. Thornton’s presence, his attention, had awakened something within her, something that at her age of twenty-nine years she’d packed away as unnecessary. No man was attracted to her. Life had shown her that. She set aside the foolish ideas and took her bonnet and shawl upstairs.
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      After Frederick, Duke of Thornton, completed his errands in Gipton, he traveled down the road with plans to speak with his steward, but his horse threw a shoe, and he found himself at the blacksmith’s shop.

      “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” called the blacksmith, wiping soot from his brow with a roughened hand. He approached with a steady confidence.

      “My mare decided she prefers three shoes to four,” Thornton said as he motioned toward the horse outside the door.

      The horse stamped a hoof impatiently. As the blacksmith set to work, Thornton turned his gaze outside and saw her, the woman he’d noticed earlier with Mrs. Harrow. Alone now, she walked with a grace that stood in sharp contrast to the bustling forge.

      She seemed familiar, but he couldn’t place her, not there in Gipton, nor in London. “Tell me, who is that lady?” He kept his tone casual, as if inquiring after the weather.

      The blacksmith looked up, following Thornton’s gaze. “That’s Miss Harrow, Your Grace. She’s visiting her brother Neil and his wife.”

      Of course. Harrow was a cousin of the Lumley family. He’d met the sister at the Duke of Noblegreen’s wedding to Lady Madeleine Lumley three years past. “Miss Charlotte Harrow,” he murmured to himself.

      “Hasn’t yet married,” the blacksmith added, stating the obvious as he’d called her miss. “Despite her beauty and family connections.”

      Thornton raised an eyebrow, the notion both surprising and oddly intriguing. She must be in her mid-twenties, and he didn’t recall ever hearing gossip about her being unmarriageable. His question answered, he turned the conversation to a topic he deemed more fitting. “And you’ll join the upcoming hunt?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it, Your Grace,” the blacksmith replied, wiping his hands on a rag.

      Thornton discussed potential routes and game. “Deer should be plentiful this year,” he added.

      “If the weather holds, it should be a fine run,” the blacksmith said, securing the new shoe in place with decisive strikes of the hammer. “There. Good as new.”

      Thornton reached for his coin purse, paying with a gratuity that spoke less of condescension and more of a genuine appreciation for the labor he’d witnessed. As the blacksmith returned to other projects, Thornton mounted his horse and rode off toward his steward’s home.
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        * * *

      

      Returning home with the missing ingredient Cook needed, Charlotte moved through Rebecca’s crowded kitchen, doing what she could to help in the preparations for supper. The cook guarded her stove carefully while the aroma of roasting pheasant and freshly baked bread filled the air. In the corner, Rebecca sat in a cushioned chair.

      “Careful with those!” Charlotte called, gesturing to a footman balancing a stack of plates.

      The young man nodded, adjusting his burden carefully.

      Rebecca watched her sister-in-law with amused affection. “You manage the staff better than the mistress of a grand estate.”

      Charlotte smiled, deftly tying a ribbon around a bundle of lavender.

      Rebecca leaned back, one hand resting on the gentle swell of her belly. “I wonder where Neil is. I believe he’s hiding. He feels sorry for his wife, growing as big as a carriage, yet he continues to invite guests to supper.”

      “Neil adores you. And so he should. You’re giving him the first of many children he’s longed for.” The couple had been married for nine years and suffered two lost pregnancies in that time.

      “He may have something else on his mind tonight,” Rebecca hinted, a glint of mischief in her eyes.

      Charlotte looked up from her work, curiosity piqued. “What would that be?”

      Rebecca shrugged, feigning innocence. “You shall see when the guests arrive.”

      Charlotte considered this, a bemused smile playing on her lips, but decided to let the mystery stand.

      The clatter of boots announced Neil’s arrival. He swept into the room, his eyes bright as they fell upon his wife. “Everything is perfect, my dear,” he declared, bending to kiss Rebecca’s cheek.

      “We owe it all to Charlotte,” Rebecca said.

      Neil turned to Charlotte, admiration and gratitude in his gaze. “And where would we be without your guiding hand? Likely serving stew with wooden spoons.”

      Charlotte dipped her head in acknowledgment. “You would have managed.”

      Neil leaned close to Rebecca’s ear and whispered something Charlotte couldn’t hear. Rebecca’s eyes widened a bit as she glanced at Charlotte.

      “What are you whispering about?” Charlotte asked.

      Rebecca exchanged a knowing glance with Neil. “Merely wondering if we have enough napkins,” she replied, her eyes twinkling.

      Charlotte raised an eyebrow, unconvinced but choosing not to pursue the matter.

      Neil clapped his hands together, his voice booming. “We’re in your debt. This evening promises to be a great success.”

      Charlotte looked at him fondly. “Only if you behave yourself.”

      His lips twisted as if he was deep in thought. Then he said, “I’ve invited a special guest tonight. Cecil Popple is not just anyone. He’s a viscount’s son and quite the gentleman.”

      Charlotte hid a smirk behind her hand. “Oh, Neil. I thought we were beyond that now. Why are you matchmaking?”

      “Why should I not? It is the perfect match!” he declared, beaming.

      “You might let them meet first,” Rebecca advised.

      Neil held up his hands in playful surrender. “Very well, very well. But I take full credit when you are wed. You will like him, I’m certain.”

      “I shall be most gracious,” Charlotte said. She had more than ten years’ practice meeting “perfect” gentlemen who were pleasant enough when introduced but lacked any sort of charm that made her long to know him better.

      She hoped tonight would prove different.

      With the servants busy with supper preparations, Neil answered the knock when Mr. Popple arrived and led him inside. “Cecil, allow me to introduce you to my sister, Miss Harrow.”

      Cecil stood with the stiff grace of a figure in a portrait, every detail immaculate—from the crispness of his cravat to the perfect cut of his coat. His thin black hair was styled perfectly, despite having worn a hat on the ride over, and his expression was a portrait of practiced politeness. He bowed. “It is a great pleasure, Miss Harrow.”

      She curtsied, wondering at the absence of warmth in his eyes. “The pleasure is mine, Mr. Popple.”

      Neil’s smile broadened, and as they moved to the dining room, he clapped Cecil on the shoulder. “A clever young man, this one. He enjoys reading as much as you do, Charlotte.”

      Rebecca gave Charlotte a look both conspiratorial and comforting before they all took their seats at the elegantly set table.

      Cecil’s gray eyes brightened ever so slightly as he expounded on crop rotations, soil conditions, and the promising developments in wheat production.

      Charlotte nodded along, her smile fixed. “How intriguing.”

      As the courses came and went, and Cecil’s dialogue continued its measured march, she felt her thoughts wander to the whirlwind romances of her cousins. She remembered their tales of passionate declarations, stolen kisses in moonlit gardens, and the thrill of connections so magical they defied reason and propriety.

      She could imagine none of that with Cecil.

      Cecil’s voice pulled her back. “You see, Miss Harrow, most farmers don’t consider the turnips.”

      She twirled her fork in her fingers, trying to stifle a yawn and answered with feigned interest. “How very unfortunate.” Her gaze traveled to the clock, its hands dragging with exasperating slowness.

      Neil nodded across the length of the table at Rebecca with a grin that said he was already planning the wedding. Charlotte caught Rebecca’s eye, which offered both sympathy and a touch of humor at her predicament.

      As the supper wound down, Charlotte’s attention was pulled back and forth between Cecil’s persistent earnestness and her own desire for something more—a passion, an adventure, a romance beyond words. She sat, smiling and nodding. But this evening’s matchmaking was as dull as the clay-heavy soil Cecil despised.

      The group drifted into the drawing room, the conversation between Neil and Cecil continuing. When Charlotte sat on the settee, Cecil was at her side, his eagerness to continue their dialogue outpacing even her feigned interest. She wore her composure like a mask as he dove into conversation.

      “Neil tells me you enjoy reading. I’ll show you my collection of agricultural journals when you visit. My sister is eager to meet you,” Cecil said.

      “How lovely,” Charlotte replied. She could imagine the rows of neatly arranged journals, the long hours of sensible discussion, the inevitable weight of practicality settling over her like dust in a forgotten parlor.

      Cecil pressed on. “I have quite the extensive collection. I think you would find it very instructive.”

      “I am sure I would,” Charlotte said, focusing her eyes on a distant point, her mind once more leaping to dreams of romance.

      She imagined herself in a different drawing room, a passionate suitor declaring undying love with fervor that rivaled even the greatest poets. She saw herself swept away on adventures, love letters tied with ribbons tucked in a box, whispered secrets in moonlit shadows.

      Cecil’s voice pulled her back from these delightful flights of fancy. “There is much to be learned, Miss Harrow.”

      “Oh, indeed,” she replied.

      For a brief, blessed moment, Cecil spoke to Neil, and Charlotte felt the air return to her lungs. She watched as Neil held Rebecca’s hand while they sat in chairs beside each other, their connection palpable and enviable. Their eyes met often, sharing secrets that needed no words.

      Charlotte’s heart ached with longing, her desire for such genuine affection flaring brighter than the candles that bathed the room in a soft glow. Was it too much to hope for such a connection?

      “I should like to call on you, Miss Harrow, in the coming days,” Cecil said, turning back to her, formal and unwavering.

      The air grew heavier, her escape now entirely vanished. She hesitated, her polite instincts at war with her true feelings.

      “It would be our pleasure,” Neil interjected. “We shall expect you soon.”

      “Yes, lovely,” Charlotte murmured, the words tasting more like resignation than gratitude.

      By the time Cecil prepared to leave, Charlotte had replayed her fantasies so many times that reality seemed duller than ever. She wondered, as she watched Cecil say his goodbyes, whether Neil’s grand design would ever align with her own heart’s desires. Would she be forever trapped in these endless rounds of genteel conversation?

      “Good evening, Miss Harrow,” Cecil said, with a bow as precise as his character.

      “Good evening,” she replied.

      As the door closed behind him, she sank into a chair. Rebecca joined her, a look of gentle concern etched on her face. She touched Charlotte’s arm. “I hope it wasn’t too tiresome an evening.”

      Charlotte hesitated, the truth caught between her heart and her lips. “Not tiresome, no.” The faint crack in her voice told more than the words.

      She watched as Neil returned, his face glowing with the zeal of a man who saw only the certainties he wanted. “Rebecca, did you see how well Cecil and Charlotte got on? I told you it was a splendid idea.”

      Rebecca smiled gently. “I think it may take a little more time than you imagine.” Her eyes looked at Charlotte with concern, as if to ask without words whether her husband was right.

      “More time?” Neil laughed, confident and good-natured. “I’ve never been wrong about these things before.”

      Charlotte heard this exchange and wanted to be grateful for Neil’s concern, to appreciate his sincere efforts on her behalf. Yet the presumption that a suitable match was all she required filled her with a longing so deep it was almost painful. If that were the case she would have married long ago.

      She felt caught in a web of expectations and dreams, knowing that her desire for something beyond comfort and respectability seemed foolish in a world that prized those above all else. The voices of Neil and Rebecca faded as she went upstairs to her room, leaving her alone with thoughts that were as persistent as they were unsettling.

      The night was calm outside her window, stars flickering with an indifference that mirrored the unanswered questions in her heart. She gazed at them, wishing they might send her a sign, a promise that her desires were not as hopeless as they seemed.

      Charlotte sank onto the edge of her bed, feeling the weight of Neil’s plans for her pressing around her like the folds of her gown. Was she chasing a dream too fragile to catch, hoping for a love that might not exist outside the stories she spun in her imagination?

      She picked up her book of poetry on the nightstand, her fingers tracing its cover, and read again the lines that so often comforted her, about love’s fierce demands and its unyielding rewards. Each word echoed her heart’s desires, yet the reality she faced seemed to drown them out, one by one.

      Would she always be this woman—poised between a longing for passion and the practicality everyone else seemed so sure she needed? The thought made her ache with a loneliness that pressed down on her like the heaviest velvet.

      The house settled into a deeper stillness, the promise of another day—perhaps another chance—waiting beyond the dark horizon. As Charlotte closed her eyes, she knew her dreams would be filled with the same visions that haunted her waking hours. But whether they were dreams she should cling to or release, only time and her own heart would tell.
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