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      “I’m not at all happy having this Miss Jones person at your establishment, Miss Primm.”

      Collette Jones, the new language teacher at the esteemed seminary for ladies, paused in the corridor when she overheard herself being discussed inside of her employer’s office. The complaining voice belonged to a particularly vocal parent, Mrs. Metcalf and, quite frankly, the woman’s sentiments came as no surprise.

      Even if the speed at which she disclosed them was somewhat concerning.

      Not quite ten minutes earlier, the woman had interrogated Collette in her classroom. “You are one of Lord Chaswick’s… sisters, then?” The woman’s brows had risen so high, they’d nearly disappeared in her hair.

      And by sisters, it was obvious she meant illegitimate relations. Because Collette’s mother had not been married to Lord Chaswick’s father. The news of their connection had only been made public last spring.

      “Miss Jones has outstanding qualifications and will fit in quite well,” said Miss Primm, her tone carrying an air of finality. “In fact, we’re thrilled to have a teacher as passionate about Latin and French as she is. Your daughters stand only to benefit from Miss Jones’ instruction.”

      “She is a proper lady, despite her birth,” another voice added. That would be Miss Shipley coming to her defense, Miss Primm’s assistant headmistress.

      “That remains to be seen,” Mrs. Metcalf responded. “But take note that I do not approve of a bastard teaching my little darlings. They are quite impressionable, you know.”

      Collette rolled her eyes heavenward. Did the woman think the circumstances of her birth were catching? Hearing Mrs. Metcalf speak thusly, she struggled to understand the idiosyncrasies of society.

      Which was precisely why she’d chosen to teach, rather than allow her brother and sister-in-law to introduce her to one bachelor after another.

      “We are sufficiently confident in her abilities,” Miss Primm stated matter-of-factly.

      “Well, I don’t know…”

      The Metcalfe girls—Prudence, Patience, and Charity—were ages twelve, fourteen, and sixteen, respectively. This was to be their first semester attending Miss Primm’s Private Seminary for the Refinement and Education of Ladies.

      Emphasis on Refinement.

      All of the students were returning from summer holiday today and the week would mark Collette’s first as a teacher.

      “You’ll see. Come the end of term, you’ll be as happy as we are that Miss Jones has joined our staff. Were you aware that her younger sister recently married the Marquess of Greystone?” The ever-proper Miss Shipley, of course, would be well aware that Collette’s connection to a lofty title would be more persuasive than her actual teaching abilities.

      “A travesty.” Mrs. Metcalfe announced. “What is the world coming to?”

      Shaking her head, and thinking the conversation must be nearing its conclusion, Collette backed away from Miss Primm’s office and all but ran to her classroom.

      My classroom! A place where she would teach her lessons, to her very own students.

      Stepping inside, her gaze flew to the board where she’d written her name in perfect script. Miss Jones.

      Simply because she’d been born on the wrong side of the blanket didn’t mean she hadn’t been properly educated. Her brother—her half-brother, to be more accurate—was a wealthy baron and had provided Collette and her younger sisters with excellent governesses from the moment he’d discovered their existence. And after he’d married last spring, he’d offered her the choice to either enter society or pursue her career in teaching.

      Her decision had been an easy one.

      Unwilling to subject herself to the censure of the ton, Collette had chosen teaching. It was all she’d ever hoped for, and now, at the age of two and twenty, her dream was coming to fruition.

      She simply needed to get through her first day, and then her first week.

      And then the next one.

      Collette strode to her desk and went to work organizing her affects for the umpteenth time that morning, and yet, still, she couldn’t keep her hands from shaking.

      Dratted nerves.

      Because, truth be told, she never would have been offered the position if not for a considerable donation made by her brother—in exchange for one small favor.

      “Pardon me,” a cultured voice said from the open door.

      Collette glanced up to see who was interrupting her last few moments of solitude and immediately straightened. Because that was what one did when in the presence of a duke.

      He cocked one distinguished brow. “Have you seen a young miss, about so high? Blond hair, brown eyes⁠—?”

      “Lady Fiona.” She knew exactly who he was referring to and exactly who he was as well. Most of their students came from families on the periphery of the elite. They attended because their parents hoped their daughters’ manners and charm would attract a titled and/or wealthy husband.

      Lady Fiona had no need of either. Because the man standing before Collette was the girl’s older brother, the Duke of Bedwell.

      Her first thought was that she certainly mustn’t draw any complaints from him.

      Her second thought was that he was even more good-looking close up than he had been when one of her fellow teachers, Miss Fortune, had pointed him out to her at the orientation earlier.

      Not quite a full foot taller than her own less than imposing height, his elegant dress and demeanor made her feel as though he must be at least ten feet tall. He held a perfectly shaped tall black hat in his hands and not a single strand of his golden-brown hair was out of place. From the tone of his voice, she would have imagined him showing a friendly sort of expression, but his jaw was set, and the eyes directed at her were the coolest blue possible.

      “Have you seen her?” He sounded annoyed now, and Collette blinked and dropped her gaze back to the papers on her desk. What on earth was she doing? Ogling one of her student’s brothers?

      Who also happened to be a duke!

      “I believe she was leading a group of students upstairs to the sleeping quarters. I overheard an abundance of giggling and footsteps headed for the back stairwell a few moments ago.”

      Lady Fiona, of course, was very popular. And not simply because of her station in life. Collette had realized that the moment she met her. The girl, just four and ten, was unusually charismatic, good-natured, and kind. And if a few of the other teachers were to be believed, Lady Fiona Brierton was incredibly gifted in mathematics and the sciences.

      The duke merely nodded, looking down his nose, and then, perfectly at ease with himself, strode toward the window where he stood silently staring outside.

      A man such as he, she presumed, wouldn’t think it necessary to make conversation with a teacher or provide her with an explanation for his presence. But thinking it best to stay hidden from Mrs. Metcalf, she simply sat quietly staring at her papers.

      She clutched her hands in front of her, wishing she’d listened more to some of her sister-in-law’s instructions on all the dos and don’ts for dealing with dukes. No doubt, even her sister Diana would find something clever to say.

      “She is a lovely girl, your sister,” Collette offered. “I imagine you miss her while she’s away.”

      Collette studied his straight back, noticing the exquisite cut of his clothing, her eyes skimming down the back of a perfectly fitted jacket, tan breaches hugging his thighs, and lower, to where shining Hessians were planted shoulders’ distance apart.

      “You must be proud of her,” she added.

      “I’d be prouder if she’d not insisted on attending this plebeian institution.” His response startled her.

      Plebeian institution? Miss Primm’s School attracted young ladies from all over England! Although… Very few of those daughters hailed from ducal families.

      In fact, as far as she knew, Lady Fiona was the first.

      And only.

      Collette stepped away from her desk and extended her right hand. She wasn’t one of those simpering debutantes she’d witnessed last spring. She was a teacher. And as a representative of the school, she would make him well aware that although the women at Miss Primm’s might be plebeian, they were not to be dismissed so easily.

      “I am Miss Jones, Your Grace, and I shall be teaching your sister Latin this year.” She stood behind him, allowing him no choice but to turn and acknowledge her. “And French.”

      When he did so, those icy blue eyes flicked to her outstretched hand as though she were offering him a snake. Which didn’t quite make sense until she realized her mistake.

      She wasn’t wearing any gloves.

      Indecision swept through her. Perhaps she ought to have curtsied instead.

      Too late now.

      With raised brows, he reached out and took her bare hand in his gloved one.

      Oh, yes. She most definitely ought to have curtsied instead.

      Because as he clasped her hand in his, she straightaway found herself in a state of total awareness—of his maleness—of his dukeness.

      The warmth of his soft gloves enclosed around her fingers—fingers that were always cold. And before she could shake his hand, as she’d intended to do, he bent over and brushed his lips just above her knuckles.

      “The Duke of Bedwell, at your service, Miss Jones.”

      Unfortunately, for both of them—but mostly for her—her response to his formal greeting was an almost-snort and then a gurgling sound that she quickly smothered. The Duke of Bedwell had kissed her bare hand!

      She’d had her hand kissed before, but only by a few of her brother’s closest friends, and she’d always been wearing gloves. Perhaps she ought to have risked another encounter with Mrs. Metcalf after all.

      She cleared her throat. “I hope we can disabuse you of your prejudice.”

      The duke raised his brows.

      “Against the school—your prejudice against the school.”

      “I have nothing against the school, Miss Jones. Not for other students, anyhow. But this is not the proper place for my sister to be educated. I’m only allowing her to attend because she is adamant about doing so. She would be better off learning at home, from a private governess and various tutors.”

      That would leave the very sociable young lady with only adults for company. Lady Fiona would be miserable.

      “If she were to do as you wish, she would miss out on friendships and the satisfaction that comes from learning with others. We have concerts, games, and outings…”

      “Are you really so keen on arguing with me today, Miss Jones? On your first day, if I am not mistaken?” How did he manage to appear so dashing while acting so disagreeably?

      However, his words had her clamping her mouth closed.

      “You are not mistaken.” She could not afford another complaint. Especially not if it came from the Duke of Bedwell. “And no, I am not. Well, not that I wish to argue with you on any other day, either. I only wished to reassure you…”

      There was no mistaking the exasperation in his gaze this time.

      “I’m so very sorry, Your Grace.” Stop talking Collette. “It goes without saying that you know what’s best for Lady Fiona.” Except, you don’t really. But she held her tongue this time.

      He glanced toward the door. “What is taking my sister so long? Surely, she’s not unpacking her trunks?”

      “Oh, no. Likely she’s excited to meet new friends. I’ve no doubt they’ll be down shortly.” She glanced out the window. “Any minute now, in fact. Everyone is already leaving for the park. The girls won’t want to miss any of the Welcome Tea festivities.”

      The students, teachers, and parents alike traditionally celebrated the launch of a new school year with Miss Primm’s Welcome Tea in the park in the center of town. Although, from the descriptions she’d heard, it sounded like more of a picnic than a formal tea, what with the games, contests, and a small ceremony.

      Already, most of the students had exited the school to stroll along the dirt road while many of their parents rode in fine carriages to the venue. The cook and maids and all sorts of offerings had been driven over earlier so that they could set up the chairs and have all the preparations in place for their guests.

      Collette, too, ought to be making her way to the tea. As a teacher, she would be expected to assist in serving. If she left quickly and ran part of the way, she just might be able to arrive in time. She bit her lip and moved toward the door.

      “You are welcome to go up and fetch her yourself, Your Grace. You know how young girls are, most likely they’re so busy talking that they’ve forgotten the time. If you’ll excuse me…”

      “Miss Jones.” His voice prevented her escape. “I’m unfamiliar with the layout of the school, and I hardly think it proper for a gentleman to wander alone in the young ladies’ private quarters.”

      “Oh… yes.” He was right, of course. Collette could simply fetch Lady Fiona herself.

      However… perhaps he’d feel better about leaving his sister here if he saw how clean and orderly the dormitory had been set up. And she knew for a fact that Lady Fiona had been allotted one of the newer beds and that her desk was near the window that offered the very best view.

      “I’ll show you upstairs, if you’d like, Your Grace.” That way, after the duke had returned home, he could imagine his sister hard at work at their lovely school rather than worry that he’d made a mistake sending her here.

      He pursed his lips.

      “Very well.”

      Collette exhaled. “Right this way.”
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      Only after Miss Jones had turned to lead the way did Addison stretch his shoulders. He was more than half tempted to have Fiona collect her belongings and return home with him at once.

      If not for the fact that his mother had sided against him on this, despite admitting to having reservations regarding the Chaswick Scandal, he never would have allowed it.

      But his mother rarely denied Fiona anything her heart desired. Which meant he rarely did either.

      No, his reluctance had had nothing to do with one of Chaswick’s illegitimate sisters teaching Fiona. It would have been hypocritical if it had.

      Rather, such a school was not the proper place for the daughter of a duke. The duties she stood to face as an adult differed greatly from anything her fellow students would ever understand. His sister was different. Just as he was. They could not dismiss the responsibilities that came along with their position.

      Allowing Miss Jones to lead him, he noted a display made up of colored flowers along with cutout letters pinned together welcoming students back.

      Miss Primm’s Private Seminary for the Education of Ladies was decent enough, but in the brief time since he’d arrived, he’d been harangued by no less than half a dozen social-climbing mothers.

      If the mothers were already attempting to elevate themselves through him, how many of their daughters would befriend his unsuspecting sister for the very same reason?

      “There are two stairwells; this one isn’t nearly as impressive, but it is the closest,” Miss Jones glanced over her shoulder as she fumbled with a latch. “This shouldn’t be locked,” she mumbled before jerking the door open.

      Filtered sunshine from a window high above provided just enough illumination for him to know that he’d have much preferred to utilize the larger staircase—one that was more than spiraling steps winding up a space that qualified as little more than a closet.

      He set his jaw and inhaled a deep and calming breath. Chalk dust, lemon oil, and some other scent that was only ever present in schools assaulted his olfactory sense. Except for a hint of something sweet—the same scent he’d caught a whiff of when he’d kissed her hand.

      He certainly hoped Miss Jones was more proficient at languages than she was at propriety. Offering her hand to him as though she were a gentleman intent upon sealing a contract. And no gloves!

      The back of her wrist had felt cool when he’d brushed his lips over her skin. She’d smelled like chalk dust but also something sweet.

      Vanilla? Mint?

      He clasped the rail of the spiral staircase and glanced up to find her derriere directly in his line of sight. Nothing spectacular about it, really. She was petite and thin but not quite bird-like. Even so, he didn’t immediately drag his gaze away.

      “The older girls’ dormitory is on the top floor,” she explained as she climbed past the first landing. “The youngest girls are on the same floor as a few of us teachers. Since this is my first-year teaching, I don’t rank my own chamber just yet.”

      Addison forced his attention away from the gray walls to the fabric of her gown fluttering in front of him.

      The walls are not closing in on me. He knew this rationally and yet despite being in excellent physical condition, the moment he’d stepped into the stairwell, his chest had tightened. It was ridiculous and yet… it was not.

      Grasping at the nearest distraction, he pinned his gaze on the schoolteacher’s bum and managed to draw a decent amount of air into his lungs.

      He could endure the confinement for the moment. They would be exiting in a matter of seconds.

      Her gown was prettier than something he’d imagined a teacher wearing. An eggshell-blue color, and someone had crocheted tiny daisies around the hem. A filtered ray of sunshine from the window overhead caught her blond hair, which might be attractive if she’d not bound it so tightly.

      She was of average height and not as frail as most English ladies. Only she wasn’t a lady, really. She was Lord Chaswick’s illegitimate sister. The scandal had been just significant enough to create a stir for the second half of last spring’s season.

      Truth be told, Addison rather admired the baron for publicly acknowledging his sisters—even if some members of the Ton disapproved. He, himself wouldn’t have given it a second thought if his mother hadn’t made such a fuss over it.

      As Addison slid his hand along the smooth rail, a cold bead of sweat dripped down the back of his neck reminding him again of his fear. He forced his hand to relax. This was only a stairwell. He was in no danger, for God’s sake.

      From what he’d gleaned before entering, the building was four stories high. He glanced longingly at the door that exited onto the third floor but refused to give in to his incomprehensible weakness.

      Miss Jones, however, oblivious to the state of his nerves, lifted her dress and took each step carefully, not showing herself to be in any sort of hurry.

      Her ankles were prettier than he would have expected as well. Shapely.

      With only one flight remaining, Addison allowed himself to focus his attention on the swaying movement of her hips, barely discernible beneath that light blue muslin. Her legs would be strong, muscular, no doubt, but slim. When she arrived at the last landing, she dropped her skirts, and he trailed his gaze up to her back, relieved and disappointed at the same time.

      But mostly relieved.

      Because as much as he’d enjoyed the view climbing these stairs that had been designed, it seemed, to only accommodate small children, the ability to breathe normally held a higher place on his current list of needs.

      Addison stepped onto the landing which was barely large enough for the two of them and draped his arm over the balustrade to keep from having to drop it around her.

      Thank God.

      Only… Perhaps he was thanking his maker too soon.

      Miss Jones was frowning and tugging at the door. “What the devil?” She was mumbling beneath her breath again.

      Foreboding tightened his chest even more.

      “It’s locked.” She exhaled and then grunted. The ceiling was angled above them, making this particular landing smaller than the ones exiting onto the lower floors. Was it getting even smaller?

      “Move aside.” Despite his heart pounding in his ears, he checked his impatience as she maneuvered herself around him, unable to avoid his arms brushing against hers. She was all but pressed against his back as he took his turn at the handle and tugged.

      The door didn’t budge.

      And again.

      Nothing.

      After a few more attempts, he conceded that someone had locked it from the other side.

      “It’s usually propped open. I can’t imagine why it would be locked.” She’d apologized at least ten times now in between expressions of dismay as she edged around him again and gave the door one last tug. “Hello out there!” She pounded. “Is anyone there? We’re locked in here.” Her calls for help echoed loudly and after a moment, Addison became painfully aware that they would go unheeded.

      “Nothing to worry about. We can exit on the third floor.” Her voice sounded tighter than it had moments before. “If this is some sort of prank, so help me…”

      Addison wasn’t comprehending much of what she was saying as all his focus was trained on his breathing—or rather his lack thereof. He wiped one hand across his brow.

      “Yes. The third floor,” he managed to answer despite his lips going numb.

      He did not wait for her to descend first. He could not wait. Not if he wished to maintain his dignity.

      Taking swift and deliberate steps, Addison all but flew down to that third-floor landing.

      Where this door, too, refused to budge.

      “I don’t understand it!” her voice wailed from behind him as they descended to the second floor, where yet again, and almost not surprisingly by now, they discovered it to be locked as well.

      That drop of cold sweat he’d felt earlier had multiplied into several now, on his brow, his hands… the back of his neck.

      He needed to get outside. He needed to see the sky—the sunlight. He needed to breathe fresh air, unconfined by this godforsaken stairwell. Addison skipped every other step on the way to the first floor where they’d entered.

      But when he grasped the handle in order to escape to his freedom, black crept around the edges of his vision.

      It was locked.

      Holy Mother of God, they were trapped.

      His knees all but gave out on him as he lowered himself to sit on the bottom step.
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      Collette stepped past the duke to try the door herself, but something in his demeanor had her turning to study him instead. Even with only the dim light coming through the window at the very top of the stairwell shaft, she could tell that something was wrong.

      “Your Grace?”

      He’d removed his gloves and was pressing neatly trimmed and buffed fingertips to his forehead. His eyes were closed, and his breath hissed as he seemed to struggle for control.

      Was he terribly angry with her? He was a duke, after all, and she’d gotten them trapped in this horrid little stairwell. If she were to judge by his disapproving demeanor in her classroom earlier, he likely was doing his best to keep from strangling her right about now.

      But no, he seemed to have forgotten her presence altogether.

      Collette lowered herself to her haunches and closer, noticing his breaths seemed shallow and labored. “Your Grace?” she whispered. “Are you unwell?”

      “It’s nothing,” he barely managed to gasp. “I’m fine…” When he stared at her from those icy-blue eyes of his, the disdain from earlier was noticeably absent. Was that panic?

      Was he having apoplexy?

      “Get someone to open—” he inhaled sharply “—that blasted door.”

      Collette nodded and then bit her lip. She’d once gotten herself trapped beneath her bed and thought she was going to die. Fortunately, the feeling had lasted barely thirty seconds as she’d managed to wedge herself out in her panic.

      But the duke could not wedge himself out of this stairwell.

      And he was, indeed, terribly unnerved.

      “Stay right there.” She pressed a hand to his knee and then realized the futility of her advice as she pushed herself to her feet and started pounding on the door again. “Help! We’re stuck in here! Someone help!”

      She paused every half a minute or so, hoping to hear someone answer, and then started up again when none came. The more she pounded in vain, the less fervent her shouts became.

      If anyone heard her, they were being exceedingly rude not to come to their aid. She only wished that was the case.

      “Everyone must have left for the picnic already.” She turned her back to the door and slid downward until her bum landed softly on the floor. He really was quite pale.

      She hoped he wouldn’t faint, or vomit. Did dukes vomit? She immediately chided herself for being ridiculous. Of course they did.

      He was a flesh and blood human, like herself—even if only in regard to the most basic aspects of his person.

      A glance at her reddened fists had her contemplating that her voice felt equally raw. She hated feeling helpless. As the oldest of all her sisters, she was a doer—a fixer.

      She couldn’t just sit here doing nothing! Collette rose, scrambled up the steps, and proceeded to pound and holler on the second, third, and then the fourth floor with the same dismal results.

      By the time she returned to where he was sitting, although still pale, he was sitting up straight. If not for the sweat hovering above his lip, she could almost wonder if she’d imagined his anxiety.

      “I’m terribly, terribly sorry,” she said between breaths.

      At an utter loss, Collette scooted across the floor and then took the space on the step beside him. “No one is likely to worry over my absence from the tea—although they won’t be happy to have two less helping hands—but surely, your absence will not go unnoticed?”

      If she hadn’t been sitting beside him, she would have missed the tremor that shook his much larger frame. The staircase was narrow, however, and most of her side pressed up against his.

      “Fiona will be glad of it.” The words were the first she’d heard from him in nearly half an hour. He exhaled a long, shuddering breath.

      Having dealt with her mother more than once when she’d become overset by one thing or another, Collette decided her best course of action was to take his mind off their situation. Someone would come soon. It wasn’t as though they were trapped forever.

      “Likely, you are right,” she agreed. “I have two younger sisters myself and more than once I’ve been called the spoilsport. Do you have any other brothers or sisters?”

      She instinctively settled her fingertips on his knee, which was only inches from hers. Touch was another thing that had helped her mother—providing a connection to reason and calm.

      Another tremor rolled through him, this one however, less pronounced. “One brother.”

      “Is he younger than Fiona?”

      “He is older than me.”

      “But…” She frowned. He could not possibly have an older brother if he was the duke. “How does that work exactly?”

      “My father did not marry my brother’s mother. He is what’s known as a bastard.”

      Of course.

      “I quite understand the concept.” She withdrew her hands and hugged her arms in front of her. “As a bastard myself.”

      He slid her a sideways glance. Until that moment, she’d wager all her pin money that she had been completely uninteresting to him. “Bravo to Miss Primm for hiring you.”

      His unexpected response bolstered her enough to brave his gaze. “She would not have, if not for my brother.”

      “Baron Chaswick.”

      He knew. Everyone knew. That the entirety of the Ton had been privy to her and her sister’s circumstances was one of the things Collette had lamented often with Diana.

      With her sister, Lady Greystone now, who was now married and living a life very different than the one Collette had chosen. Not that Collette was jealous of Diana for marrying the marquess, but that she was jealous of the marquess for having first claim to her sister now.

      “A good man.” The duke nodded ever so slightly, drawing Collette out of self-pitying thoughts.

      Her brother was a good man. He was a very good man. Hearing the duke acknowledge that made him seem a little more likable.

      Collette reached into her apron and withdrew the small tin she almost always had on hand. “Have a comfit.”

      He stared down at it suspiciously.

      “It won’t kill you. It’s just a mint.”

      “I didn’t think it was poison.”

      Collette ignored him and proceeded to open the small container and hand over two of the candies. She normally only allotted herself one a day, but these circumstances were, in fact, dire. “You look rather pale,” she added.

      “I—thank you.” He accepted them and then popped both in his mouth.

      “Perhaps you ought to loosen your cravat.”

      “I’m fine.” But when his eyes shot up and around the stairwell, panic crept into them again.

      “Don’t think about it,” she ordered him. “Look at me.” Her words successfully drew his gaze, and she willed him to forget about the locked doors. “Chase. Lord Chaswick—my brother. You know him then?”

      He nodded slowly. “We’ve met on more than one occasion.” Even in his diminished state, this man spoke in cultured tones, sounding proper and formal.

      “He kept me and my sisters a secret until recently. It was his wife who suggested we enter society. As ladies! Can you imagine? Diana—my sister who is two years younger than me—happily went along with the idea.

      “I take it you did not?”

      “Good Lord, no! I’d rather be a horse up for auction at Tattersalls—that way, at least, my lack of breeding would be out in the open rather than murmured about behind my back.” Collette had done her best to pretend she hadn’t been bothered by the whispers, but she and Diana had known many of the same ladies who’d smiled at them one moment, then turned to gossip about them in the next. “Knowing I wished to teach, Chase made inquiries with Miss Primm.”

      “Along with a sizeable donation.”

      Collette sat up straight. Even if he had the right of it, she did not appreciate the insinuation that she wasn’t up to her task. “For your information, I am highly qualified to teach both Latin and French, and some Greek as well.”

      He had closed his eyes again, thick lashes fanned out above his cheeks. “But of course,” he agreed too easily. “And Miss Primm is going to approve of her newest employee locking herself in a stairwell with one of her student’s guardians?”

      “But I didn’t do it on purpose!”

      “Of course, you didn’t.”

      “What are you implying?”

      “I’m not implying anything.”

      He tilted his head back and despite his accusation, Collette couldn’t stop her gaze from admiring the strong lines that ran along his jaw and throat to disappear beneath the white linen cloth.

      “You aren’t seriously suggesting I trapped us together intentionally, are you?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “What kind of a person do you⁠—"

      “No.” His fingers plucked ineffectively at the knot tied in the cravat around his neck. “I’m not really. But it would be nice to have somebody to blame for this debacle.” Twin lines appeared between his eyes as he struggled ineffectually with what was beginning to resemble more of a noose.

      “You’re tightening it. Turn here.” Collette pushed his hands away from the strip of linen, and when he obeyed, she went to work on the knot herself.

      His face was but a few inches from hers. What she’d thought had been a shadow was actually light brown whiskers, and she itched to brush her fingertips over them to see if they would feel as scratchy as they looked. His breath was minty, from the comfit, but his scent was also woodsy and spicy and more than a little intoxicating.

      She required a good deal of willpower to keep herself focused on the knot.

      “Bloody thing is strangling me.”

      “Are all dukes as ill-mannered as you?” The question escaped before she could think better of it.

      “Are all first-year teachers as impertinent as you?”

      “As I’m the only first-year teacher of my acquaintance, I’m afraid I cannot answer that.” She could almost slip her finger beneath the coil that she hoped would loosen the knot. “But if I were to guess, I would say most likely not.”

      “It was a rhetorical question.”

      “Whereas mine was not. Aha!” The knot began to relax. She tugged and then drew the fabric through the loop she’d loosened.

      “More than likely, most dukes are perceived as being ill-mannered.” He surprised her by providing an answer. “Especially when dealing with impertinent teachers.”

      Collette scoffed even as she contemplated retying the fabric and giving it a not-at-all gentle tug. Instead, she unwound it, exposing his neck and the base of his throat.

      Noticing the shadows and smooth skin there, Collette blinked, struck by the intimacy of it.

      “That should help.” She dropped her hands and leaned away from him, her own throat feeling unusually constricted.

      And still, she couldn’t keep herself from watching his hands as he rubbed the skin along his jaw and stretched. When his gaze landed on the walls, he closed his eyes and inhaled before opening them to stare at her again. “Tell me more about your sisters.”

      Collette didn’t have to think very hard to find things to tell him about two of her favorite people in the world.

      “Diana loves to dance. She’s married now and her husband has made arrangements for her to have formal instruction. I should have been surprised, really, that she married the marquess. Even if he is so much older. She’s not quite twenty.”

      “And you are…?”

      “Two and twenty. You are considerably older than Fiona. How old are you?”

      He chuckled but answered her anyway. “Seven and twenty.”

      “Do you get on well with your brother? And yes, I realize it’s an impertinent question but…” She shrugged. “We could be here for hours. What else are we to discuss?”

      His jaw ticked, and his nostrils flared. Oh, drat. She shouldn’t have mentioned their circumstances. “Do you see your brother often? Does he resent you? I thought Chase would resent us when we first met but he’s been like a guardian angel since our father died.”

      “Why did he keep you a secret then?” His voice sounded tighter but still refined.

      “To protect his mother’s sensibilities. She is… somewhat high-strung. Was your brother’s existence ever kept secret from you?”

      “God, no.” But he didn’t expand on his answer. Instead, he startled her by bursting off the stair to pound on the door again. Collette jumped and covered her ears.

      His blows were loud enough that if anyone was anywhere in the building, they would hear them. “Hello!” he bellowed. “Open up! At once!”

      After he’d spent another sixty or so seconds expending his frustrations, he bowed his head and pressed it against the door.

      A heavy sadness weighed on Collette’s shoulders as she watched him give up. Seeing such a terribly proud human so defeated and vulnerable felt wrong.

      The deliberate rise and fall of his shoulders gave away his struggle to maintain control.

      Collette jumped when he landed one last blow to the door—this time using his forehead rather than his fist.

      “At the risk of sounding impertinent again, Your Grace, bashing your brains against it isn’t going to help this situation.”

      “But it gives me something else to think about.”

      “Pain?”

      “Yes, he groused, but this time, Collette suspected his irritation was directed more at himself than at her.

      His fear was more powerful than she’d imagined.

      Collette hugged her arms in front of her, contemplating what she could do to help him.

      “Are you close to your brother?” She’d use her curiosity to distract him.

      “There is no one I esteem more.”

      Collette felt the same way about Chase, and she knew without a doubt that her brother loved her and her sisters with all of his heart. But a dukedom didn’t stand between them.

      “Why?”

      He turned his head. “Why do I esteem him?”

      “Yes.”

      “He is my older brother. We were raised together—educated together. Why would I not esteem him?” But there was something else he wasn’t saying. Collette pondered two brothers: a younger one and an older one. And if the younger loved the older, he likely looked up to him—saw him as a hero, even. Did this duke feel guilty for inheriting his father’s title? But she couldn’t ask that. Such an observation would be far too impertinent to make.

      Even for her.
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