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The Duke’s Secret Bargain

Renée Dahlia

A Duke with too many secrets, and the cheeky Frenchman who eases his burdens. 

Napoleon has been defeated. Henry, the Duke of Harrelsone, better known as Captain Smith is lost without a war to fight. He visits his old nanny, Granny Smithers, to get some down-to-earth advice, but when he arrives, she is missing and a Frenchman is in her kitchen. 

Esteban has been summoned to see his counterpart, Granny Smithers, to talk about their smuggling operation. Except she is missing and a big grumpy scarred man; a man who haunts Esteban’s dreams; is in her house. 

Can they find Granny Smithers, and in the process, discover a few truths about each other? 

A Regency MM romance with a guaranteed HEA. 
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Welcome to THE DUKE’S SECRET BARGAIN, the third and final novella in my Swain Cove series. This novella follows Esteban and Captain Smith, who you might remember from earlier books in this series, and this novella can also be read as a stand alone story. 

The village of Swain Cove thrives on the smuggling trade. 

Content Warnings: Please note this novella contains pregnancy, adoption, and war injuries.

This book is written in Australian English and some spelling and phrases may be unfamiliar to American readers. 

If you are keen to keep up to date on new releases and, more importantly, sales, I recommend you sign up to my newsletter, or follow me on social media. 

Social Media Links

Patreon

Twitter

Facebook 

romance.com.au

Instagram 

BookBub

I hope you enjoy reading this book!

Renée 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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April 1816

It was one of those grey depressing days that England was famous for as Esteban walked briskly through the village of Swain Cove. He was careful not to speak. It’d been nearly a year since Napoleon had been banished to St Helena, finally ending the long war on the Peninsula, but Esteban was aware his French accent might not be well received in a small English village. The misty rain made his hair and jacket damp, and water dripped off the eaves of the cottages as he walked. He knocked on the door of Grandma Smithers’s cottage. The door creaked on its hinges, opening slightly as his knuckles rapped loudly. The acrid scent of burnt food made him cough. He pushed the door open, rushing inside in case the little cottage was on fire. 

“Hello.” 

No one answered. He followed the smell of smoke through the small cottage. A black pot with smoke rising out of it hung over the fireplace. He cast his gaze around and found a bucket of water and poured it into the pot. The pot hissed and the amount of smoke increased, hitting the back of his throat with an acrid burn. He doubled over, coughing hard. If he’d been a few minutes later, the pot would likely have caught fire and burned down the house. Ah, so dramatic, Esteban. He found a rag and wrapped it over his nose and mouth, then walked through the cottage to see if there was somewhere he could safely dump the pot. Good, the cottage had a small backyard. He rushed back to the kitchen, which was well stocked with rags, and used them to lift the still-smoking pot off the stove. He carried it safely to the backyard, leaving it out in the rain, safely away from the cottage where it could cool down. Only once the pot was safe and the potential for disaster fixed, did Esteban realise how odd this situation was. Anyone with any sense wouldn’t leave a pot cooking over a fire without watching it, so where was the occupant of the cottage? Where was Grandma Smithers?

He stood by the fire and vaguely waved at the remnant smoke to try and air out the room. The most sensible thing to do was wait. Most likely Grandma Smithers would arrive home soon as she wouldn’t leave her pot unattended for long. 

“Who are you and what did you do with Mrs Smithers?” It was the face that had haunted Esteban’s nights since he was fifteen. Here. How? Esteban’s breath caught in his throat; shock combining with the smoke to make it impossible to breathe. The man leaned against the doorframe. How could it be? He’d killed this man, slicing his face with a sword. He’d cradled him in his arms—his first and only kill during the war—until someone had dragged Esteban away, leaving this man dead in a muddy field. Esteban’s career as a soldier had lasted just two days; and this man with the long scar down his face was the reason he’d fled to Roscoff to find work after deserting his position as soldier. He’d desperately needed a career that didn’t involve any killing. 

“Tell me.” The man’s expression would’ve been fierce, even without the scar. His remaining eye stared unblinking at Esteban. 

“You lived?” Esteban whispered. His blood ran cold in his veins; had he summoned this man from the dead somehow? No, he was being overly dramatic. 

The man blinked slowly. “Where is Mrs Smithers?” 

Esteban wanted to flap his hands in panic, so he jammed them into his pockets. “You don’t remember me?” How could this man not remember him; the man who’d sliced his face open? How? That moment wouldn’t leave Esteban alone; he’d been doomed to relive it most nights. 

“Where is she?” 

“Who?” Damn, Esteban. Breathe. Stop panicking. Just talk to the not-dead man. “Oh, Grandma Smithers. Well, she can’t be far away because when I got here there was a pot of stew on the stove and it nearly burned the house down and I had to rescue it—” Crap, now he was babbling like a silly child and with each word, his French accent thickened. “Um, and people don’t leave food on the fire without supervision unless they are coming back soon. So I think we should just wait here and she’ll turn up.” 

The man stared at him with the disdain Esteban deserved. “I see.” 

Esteban wanted to know if he was imagining things. Perhaps this man was the twin of the man he’d killed... A twin with a scar in the exact location where Esteban had sliced him? No, that sounded unlikely. He cleared his throat. “Were you at the Battle of Bruch in 1808?” 

“Yes.” The man’s voice lowered into a growl. It was definitely him. “Why do you ask?” 

“You ... look familiar.” Esteban’s pathetic inability to blurt out the truth was exacerbated by another cool breeze passing over the back of his neck. 

“You were there?” 

“I was one of Comte Dupont’s second line troops.” It was as close to an admission as possible. The man just leaned casually against the doorframe. How could he be so relaxed in the presence of someone who’d nearly killed him? Perhaps the man didn’t remember him, leaving Esteban as the only one of them haunted with that knowledge.

“I didn’t realise he’d used children.” 

Esteban stiffened. He’d recently shaved off his moustache because someone had jokingly told him he looked like a caricature French villain with it, but he looked quite a lot younger than his three and twenty years without it. “I was fifteen.” 

“As I said.” 

“Do you think something happened to Grandma Smithers? It’s very odd to leave a stew cooking like that.” Esteban didn’t like the intense way this man was looking at him, as if he could see the truth in his heart. Hopefully he could see the apology too. He gulped. 

“I see no evidence of stew.” 

Esteban waved his hands before him. “It’s in the back yard. I put it out there.” 

The man’s unnerving one-eyed stare didn’t change. “So you say.” 

“Shouldn’t we look for her?” 

“No. I’m more interested in why a Frenchman is in her house and she is not.” 

“You think I did something to her?” 

“You’ve told me a nonsense story about a pot of stew and admitted that you fought for Comte Dupont’s army. Why are you here?” 

Esteban folded his arms. “Why should I tell you? It’s private business.” Grandma Smithers did the same job he did; they were colleagues of a sort although they’d never met in person. But ever since his favourite trader, Tzip, had stopped arriving in Roscoff, sending only her crew, he’d needed to know what had happened to her. For nearly a year he’d been asking her crew if she was well. They were fiercely loyal and had refused to answer his questions, but a note had arrived on their last trading visit from Grandma Smithers requesting his presence. Could it have something to do with Tzip? And when Tzip’s crew had offered him passage across from Roscoff to Swain Cove on The Lady Gin, he’d been certain Grandma Smithers had news about her.

“Tell me.” The man raised the eyebrow over his good eye and Esteban tried not to melt into a puddle. This was getting ridiculous. He had run his own import-export business for several years; one handsome man with a direct glare wasn’t going to bother him. Handsome? Yes, definitely handsome. The man had a regal look about him, like he was used to people obeying his commands, and a tiny piece of Esteban wanted to see this man on his knees, brought down by desire. Imagine him, willingly giving up all that power he contained... Esteban’s cheeks warmed. 

“You know something.” 

“I don’t know anything.” He ground his back teeth together. Grandma Smithers had asked him to be here. The man’s eyes narrowed. If Esteban’s blood wasn’t running hot and cold at the sight of the man he thought he’d killed all those years ago, he might have tried to charm this man. His business thrived because he was good at charming people; what was about this man that made that impossible? He tried not to sigh dramatically—obviously, it was because he’d nearly killed him once. Once. Hell, that was enough. He needed to get control of himself and this situation before he ended up in the lock up or something. 

“Why are you here?” Esteban asked. 

“That is none of your business.” 

Esteban made a show of rolling his eyes. “How do I know that you haven’t done something with Grandma Smithers, and you accuse me simply to make people blame the easy target, the Frenchman?” 

“What are you suggesting?” 

“I think you know.” 

The man pushed himself off the doorframe and folded his arms. “Where is ... Mrs Smithers?” What did that hesitation mean? The man didn’t seem like the type to pause unless it was deliberate. 

“I would also like to know the answer to that.” Esteban wasn’t going to look at how the man’s forearms framed his spectacular body, while folded across his chest. He really wasn’t. In the intervening years since Esteban had sliced up this man’s face, the man had maintained his fitness and strength. He was a real man’s man, a sportsman with hints of a muscular frame under his expensive tailored suit. The finely woven wool was of a quality only a few could afford. 
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