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      Johanna

      “There’s nothing I can do,” Dr. Roberts said, shaking his head and packing his case on the nightstand next to Johanna’s mother’s bed.

      Her mother lay pale and thin, her head turned away from the doctor, eyes closed, as if she had already given up. It made Johanna’s throat clog, so she could not even respond to the doctor. His dark eyes were sharp in his wrinkled face.

      “If you won’t let me bleed her…”

      Johanna closed her eyes, shaking her head, though she could not bring herself to speak yet.

      “Absolutely not.” Rose crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at the doctor and speaking for Johanna.

      If not for her cousin Rose, Johanna would have been inclined to listen to the doctor, out of sheer desperation, but her mother had worked with Rose in the stillroom quite a bit. Johanna did not have the skills that either of them had; she tended to get her plants mixed up and certainly couldn’t tell the difference between them once they were powdered. She trusted Rose fully, and Rose was saying no.

      “She is already weak enough, and you want to make her weaker?”

      The way Rose scoffed at the doctor bolstered Johanna’s courage. When Dr. Roberts looked at her, she shook her head again, this time more definitively.

      Rolling his eyes, he closed his bag with a snap.

      “Then there is nothing I can do here. Since you think you know so much better than I what to do, I’ll leave you to it.” He stalked out of her mother’s bedroom, nose in the air, thoroughly offended.

      Johanna doubted he would be back. Not that they had the money to pay him to return, anyway. Just this visit had cost them dearly, and they had completely run out of things to sell. Her neighbors, the Blackstones, had sent a package when her mother had fallen ill, but with a family of five to feed, they’d gone through it so quickly. There was nothing left. And her mother was dying.

      Sinking down onto the chair beside her mother’s bed, Johanna covered her face with her hands.

      “It is alright, darling,” her mother murmured, reaching out a skeletally thin hand to pat Johanna’s side. “I did not want to be bled, anyway.”

      “But…” Johanna’s voice hitched on a sob. She turned toward the bed, taking her mother’s hand. Her fingers felt cool, despite the warmth of the air, and so frail that Johanna was afraid to squeeze them, worried she might accidentally break her mother’s brittle bones.

      Rose went to the other side of the bed, to the woman who had raised her as her own. Rose’s mother had died in childbirth. The bastard of Johanna’s mother’s cousin, she’d been taken in by Johanna’s family when Johanna was a small child, after Rose’s father went exploring at sea and never returned. They’d been raised together as sisters, though they could not have looked more dissimilar.

      Rose’s brown skin came from her mother.

      Johanna’s pale countenance, which burned so easily in the sun, came from her father.

      Rose had black curls and dark eyes, while Johanna’s white-blonde hair was stick-straight, and her violet eyes looked oddly colorful on her otherwise light features.

      They were both far too thin now due to the lack of food. Johanna was uncertain how the family would survive the upcoming winter. The spring and summer were difficult enough, despite the warmer weather and the ability to grow at least something in the garden. The last of their reserves had been used this past winter, and she did not see how they would be able to stockpile more. But she could not think about that right now. She had to focus on her mother, who she was worried would not survive until summer. Everything else would come after.

      “You be good girls, and do not worry about me.” A whisper of a smile curved her mother’s lips. “I am tired now. I need to rest.”

      Resting was all her mother did lately. She was wasting away right before Johanna’s eyes, and there was nothing Johanna could do. Tears burned as she swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded her head. She glanced at Rose, whose normally fully lips had flattened into a thin line.

      They left the room together.

      “What do you think?” Johanna asked in a low voice once they reached the hall. Her brother and sisters were several rooms over, playing some sort of game. She could hear their exclamations while they waited for Johanna and Rose to come tell them the news.

      “I think she is over her illness,” Rose said softly, meeting Johanna’s gaze. The hall was dark, but for the lamp Rose held. They had to conserve their fuel as much as possible. “I think she is starving to death. And… Johanna… I think she is choosing to do so.”

      Johanna closed her eyes against the pain. She’d had the same suspicions, but she hadn’t dared voice them aloud. Hadn’t wanted to think that her mother would deliberately leave them.

      Leave her.

      “She thinks she is saving us,” Rose said in a low voice, full of sorrow and anger. Not anger at Johanna’s mother, but at the situation. “One less mouth to feed.”

      Johanna straightened, resolve stiffening her spine.

      “I am not allowing that to happen,” she said, and her words were a vow. “I will find some way.”

      The house party she had been invited to at Blackstone Manor, in hopes that she might land a husband, had not worked out. She’d been called away too quickly when her mother fell ill. But there must still be something she could do.

      Johanna was the sister of an earl. An impoverished one, to be sure, but still an earl. Micah was only fifteen, too young to marry. He had the title, but not the responsibility. That lay within the hands of Mr. Jamieson Blash, her father’s third cousin and their closest living relative on her father’s side. He was Micah’s guardian and was responsible for sending the funds for them to live. Funds that had grown increasingly smaller before vanishing entirely during the winter.

      “I am going to London,” she said with determination. “I am going to find Mr. Blash, and I am going to force him to help us.”

      “I am going with you,” Rose said immediately.

      “No.” Johanna shook her head firmly. “You cannot. Someone needs to stay here with the children and mother in case… in case…”

      She could not make herself say the words. The idea that her mother might pass while Johanna was away, attempting to save her, was too terrible to contemplate.

      Rose let out a long, reluctant breath. After a moment, she nodded, though it was clear she did not like it.

      “I will stay here,” she said softly. “I will look after them. I’ll ensure your mother eats.”

      “Good.” Johanna nodded, letting out her own sigh of relief. “Good. Thank you.”

      Tears sprang to her eyes again as she and Rose hugged. The warmth of Rose’s embrace helped bolster her, making her even more determined.

      Somehow, Johanna would save them. Her mother. Rose. Her siblings.

      Whatever the means, she would find a way.
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      Johanna

      The air was rank. The thin dress she was wearing, the one she had arrived in London with, did nothing to help dispel the chill she felt. Or perhaps the chill was coming from within herself.

      Neither of the two men beside her seemed to feel it.

      She turned to Mr. Blash, her brother’s guardian. Not much taller than her, he was thin with narrow shoulders, but he did not bother using padding. His dark eyes were set deep within his face and topped with dark-grey brows that matched the dark-grey hair on the top of his head, which paled to a lighter grey around his temples. As usual, he was not smiling, but there was an air of anticipation around him.

      Johanna supposed there was one around her, too, though hers was more of dread.

      “Mr. Blash…” Her voice trailed off as he turned to look at her. There was something about the manner with which he appraised her that had unnerved her from the moment she’d appeared in his London office. Though he’d put her up in a room in a boarding house not far from him for the past few nights while he got things in order—out of his own pocket from the money he made as a solicitor, as he kept reminding her—and all proprieties had been observed, he always looked at her in a way that made her feel like cattle. “Is this truly the only way?”

      Even though she’d asked before, she felt the need to hear the answer again, to help steel her nerves.

      Her virginity was apparently worth more than enough money to save her family. Johanna could scarcely believe it, yet when Mr. Blash had explained it, it seemed simple enough.

      One night, which would ruin all her future prospects but save her family from starving to death. Save her mother from starving to death.

      Quick. Simple. Easy.

      That was how he’d made it sound.

      Now, beside this stage that she was expected to go on in a few moments, adjacent to a room full of the rumbling voices of men—some of them rough, some of them smooth but cruel, some of them laughing—it did not seem so simple. Nor easy. Hopefully, though, it would be quick.

      “I’m sorry, my dear, but it truly is,” Mr. Blash said, putting his hand on her shoulder. His expression turned to one of sympathy, but his eyes remained hard and glittering in the dim light. “There is nothing else that will gather the money you need quickly enough if your mother’s situation is as dire as you made it sound.”

      “It is.” The feel of her mother’s hand, nothing but skin and bones, flashed through her mind.

      “Then this is the only way. One sale, and you will have enough money to buy food for everyone for the next year and pay me back what I have sent from my own income.”

      That had been another surprise, an unpleasant one. Apparently, the money they’d received from the estate had not been from the estate at all, but from Mr. Blash. He’d been using his own funds to support their coffers. And her mother was still starving to death.

      One night.

      She’d be ruined. She would never be able to marry, not within Society.

      But it did not matter. It was hardly as though she could find a husband even before this. The Blackstone house party had been an unexpected chance, and she’d dashed that opportunity by rushing off to attend her mother’s illness. She should have sent Rose home alone and stayed to try to snag a husband, but…

      She’d been so afraid her mother was dying, while she was sleeping in a comfortable bed and eating delicious foods, the likes of which her family had not tasted in months. If she’d known then what she knew now… but she had not, and the choice had already been made.

      Now, she was making a different choice.

      If it saved her family, it would be worth it.

      “It’s time,” Mr. O’Connell said, rubbing his hands together. If he’d been listening to Johanna and Mr. Blash’s conversation, it did not show in his demeanor. He gestured to the woman beside him. “Come on, Penny.”

      He did not even look at Johanna as he strode out onto the stage. The other woman, who had been standing quietly with them, followed him mutely, giving Johanna a blank look before she did so. It was as if there was no life, no hope, left in her. Neither of which helped Johanna’s nerves.

      Closing her eyes, she gulped again, wishing she were anywhere but here.

      Like at mother’s bedside, watching her die?

      No.

      There were worse things than here.

      She could do this.

      “Good evening!” Mr. O’Connell greeted the audience. “Who is ready for our special auction this evening? A real, live virgin!”

      The sound of cheers and jeers made Johanna’s blood run cold, and she might have actually run despite everything, if not for Mr. Blash’s hand gripping her shoulder, his fingers now digging in as if he knew she was thinking about it.

      “She’s a sweet one, alright.” Mr. O’Connell chuckled. “A real lovely lady, if you get my meaning. The likes that we have not seen since the Tramp claimed his lady.”

      Johanna did not know what that meant, but the crowd must have understood because the men grew even louder. Her stomach turned over, and she thought she might spew. Thanks to Mr. Blash, there was actually something in there for her to vomit.

      The remind of how recently she’d eaten steadied her.

      She was doing this for her mother. For Rose. For Micah, Bridget, and Charlotte. So that they could have something in their stomachs, too.

      “Come on out, sweetheart, let them get a look at you,” Mr. O’Connell said.

      Penny moved toward the side of the stage again, her expression dull as she reached out her hand to Johanna. Her heart was in her throat as she took the first step, then Mr. Blash’s hand propelled her forward. He let go of her right before she reached Penny.

      But she did not take the other woman’s hand. She could not. Her hands were too tightly clenched at her own sides. Penny did not seem to care, her hand dropping back down as she stepped behind Johanna, as if guarding her from running away.

      Head down, Johanna forced herself to the center of the stage. One step at a time, repeating the reasons she was doing this with each step.

      For mother.

      For Micah.

      For Rose.

      For Bridget.

      For Charlotte.

      The roaring of the men who were looking at her was even louder than the buzzing in her ears. When she reached Mr. O’Connell’s side, she forced herself to look up at the crowd. The brightened area of the stage and the dimness of the rest of the room made it difficult to see very far, but those closest to the stage were visible.

      Big men. Shouting. Jeering. Laughing. Staring at her with such expressions on their faces that she felt utterly faint, like she might fall over right then and there.

      “Let us begin the auction! A real live virgin should be worth at least a hundred pounds, eh?”

      A hundred pounds.

      The starting amount resolved her. That would be fifty pounds for her and her family, because Mr. Blash had promised them half of whatever she made. He would split the other half with Mr. O’Connell. It was more than fair, they’d explained, since she would not be in a position to make nearly as much without their assistance.

      And, indeed, Johanna could not imagine asking a man for a hundred pounds in exchange for her virginity.

      But that was Mr. O’Connell’s starting point, and men were already shouting out higher offers. More money.

      I can do this.

      I can do this.

      Hearing the amounts being thrown around made her courage stronger.

      One fifty.

      One sixty.

      One ninety.

      Two hundred.

      Up, up, up, the amounts went, the number of voices shouting them out quickly dwindling.

      Five hundred pounds.

      Johanna could have cried with relief.

      At this rate, she was going to be able to feed her family for the next two years off of one night.

      “Two thousand pounds.”

      The room fell utterly silent. Johanna’s eyes widened in utter shock at the sudden jump in amount, from an entirely new voice she could swear was familiar, yet she had not heard bidding until now. How could someone here be familiar? Who could she possibly know?

      She knew no one.

      But that was not true, she realized as the silence had Mr. O’Connell calling out the final opportunity. The man who was making his way down through the room, who had bid two thousand pounds for her virginity, was familiar.

      Dark hair that waved back from his forehead, dark eyes, broad shoulders in an impeccably tailored coat, he swaggered with all the confidence of a duke… because he was one. Johanna’s mouth dropped open as she recognized the Duke of St. Albans, who she’d met at the Blackstone house party, though when she’d met him, he had been smiling. This was the first time she’d seen him without an affable expression on his face, and it made him appear rather imposing.

      “Sold, to you, sir,” Mr. O’Connell said, grinning and pointing at the duke. Clearly, he did not realize the gentleman’s identity. Johanna stared at St. Albans, wondering if she was dreaming.
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        * * *

      

      Matthew

      Lady Johanna was staring at him as if she’d seen a ghost. Matthew supposed he could not blame her.

      This was hardly his usual surrounds. He’d followed his friend Drake, the Duke of Ormonde, here, trying to figure out what he was up to, as this was not a place he would expect Drake to frequent, either. It was pure chance that he’d seen Lady Johanna and the virgin auction. But that was often what Matthew’s life was like—ruled by chance and luck.

      It was her good luck, as well as his.

      Her family might have fallen on hard times, but that was no excuse for walking away once he’d seen her.

      “Right this way, sir,” the auctioneer said cheerfully, gesturing. “We’ll take care of the paperwork and payment, then bring you to her room. Penny will take her there now and prepare her.”

      “No.” His voice was hard, clipped, very unlike his usual tone. He sounded more like Drake at that moment. Reaching out, he took hold of Lady Johanna’s hand and pulled her toward him, threading her arm through his. “She stays with me.”

      “I… ah…” The auctioneer blinked in surprise, apparently flummoxed. Then he shrugged his shoulders, as if to say there was no explaining the quirks of the aristocracy. It would hardly matter to him as long as he was paid. “Very well, then. This way, sir.”

      Lady Johanna walked beside Matthew, utterly silent, and appeared rather dazed. He could not blame her. This was hardly the kind of arena he would have expected to find himself in, much less a young lady of Society.

      He had not planned to come here at all this evening.

      But he and Christian, the Duke of Montagu, had been following Drake. The Duke of Ormonde had been skulking around recently, keeping his activities from his friends, and they’d seen a chance to find out what he was up to. Their group of friends were all dukes who had bonded when their fathers had died in a gunpowder explosion and the subsequent fire in the hunting lodge where they’d been staying.

      At first deemed an accident, and still publicly thought to be one, they’d discovered it was no innocent mishap that had left eight dukes dead.

      They’d come together, united by their grief (those who felt it) and the unexpected inheritances being thrust upon them. Matthew was one of those who did not grieve his father overly much, but he did want to know who had murdered the man. Especially to give his friends the peace and justice they desired.

      Which was why he and Christian had been drawn to follow Drake and investigate his secret activities. Matthew did not believe Drake had anything to do with their fathers’ deaths—Drake and his father had been quite close—but he was up to something.

      A bawdy house such as this was hardly where Matthew had expected to find him, even if Drake was sowing his wild oats before his marriage.

      Was Drake investigating the murders on his own? Had he found something that he did not want to share? Or was he truly going off the deep end in anticipation of his upcoming marriage to Lady Astrid? He claimed he was enjoying his last Season as a bachelor, but there were far more enjoyable brothels and houses of ill repute that would cater to a duke than this dismal place.

      Matthew glanced over his shoulder to see if he could spot either of his friends before he disappeared behind the stage, but neither was in the room.

      “Ah, Mr. Blash, you heard of our good fortune?” the auctioneer said, drawing Matthew’s attention back to the matter at hand. There was another man waiting behind the stage, one who looked at Matthew, then paled. He might recognize Matthew as the Duke of St. Albans, but even if he did not know Matthew’s exact title, he obviously recognized Matthew’s standing.

      From the other man’s attire, Matthew guessed Mr. Blash was well-to-do gentry, connected, but a working man. A similar kind of assessment would tell Mr. Blash quite a bit about Matthew, just as it had the auctioneer. Not to mention the princely sum that he’d offered for Johanna.

      But they did not know that he was not just purchasing her virginity; he was saving his bride.

      He rubbed the pocket where his lucky coin was kept, the one he used to make all of his decisions. Including the decision to bid on Johanna. When he’d flipped it, he’d meant to ask if he should save her, but the question that had popped into his head was whether or not he should marry her. And the coin had indicated yes.

      So, here he was, purchasing his soon-to-be bride’s virginity.

      The main goal was to remove her from this situation as quickly as possible, hopefully without anyone realizing who either of them were. She was highly recognizable, with her extremely pale hair and wide violet eyes, but the majority of the audience had been drinking heavily. Very few were of the haut ton, if any. And once she was cleaned up and properly attired, most would never guess she was the same young woman who had appeared on a bawdy house’s auction stage.

      They would assume it was just another young lady with similar coloring.

      Because what duke would purchase his bride from a virgin auction?

      Matthew barely managed to keep from smiling at the thought; his friends would all believe it. This was exactly the kind of situation his luck would put him in, but he always came out hale, hearty, and better off than he’d been before. Which would be true now.

      His hunt for a bride was finally over.

      He just had to pay for her, then make their escape. Surely, she’d be so grateful, she’d throw herself at the opportunity to marry him.
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      Johanna

      With her hand on the Duke of St. Albans’ arm, Johanna felt as if she was in a dream. She must have fainted before walking out onto the stage, and at any moment, she would awake to find that she still must go on.

      But the dream did not end as St. Albans gave Mr. O’Connell a princely sum of money—an amount that could have been a respectable dowry. She only managed to stir when she realized that Mr. Blash had disappeared. She frowned, but she supposed he did not need to be there for this part. Mr. O’Connell could pass on his share later.

      It was not until Mr. O’Connell turned away from her that she stirred.

      “Half of that is mine,” she said, starting out faint but her voice growing stronger as she spoke. “I need it for my family.”

      “Half of it is Blash’s,” Mr. O’Connell said without looking up. “What he shares with you is none of my business.”

      “But—”

      “Do not worry,” St. Albans said soothingly. “Whatever you need, I will provide.”

      “But—” she tried to protest again, but the duke was already steering her out of Mr. O’Connell’s office. Despite several days’ worth of regular meals, she did not have the strength to pull away from him or to turn them around.

      “We need to get you out of here,” he said in a low voice as he swept her into the hall. “It is not safe here.”

      Although she was uncertain what he meant, she did believe him. He sounded completely sincere, and she trusted him at least somewhat. He would not have been at the Blackstone house party, and she would not have been introduced to him if Lady Astrid had not thought him a suitable prospect for a husband.

      Another man appeared at the end of the hall, also dark-haired, but his hair was shorter, his eyes lighter, and his complexion swarthier than St. Albans’. She recognized him immediately—Lady Astrid’s betrothed, the Duke of Ormonde. What was he doing here? A moment later, another man turned the corner, who she also recognized from the house party as he’d been the only blond duke present, the Duke of Montagu. Even here, in their tawdry surroundings, next to two other exceedingly attractive dukes, his male beauty made him stand out. She’d heard the titters at the house party—the ladies called him the Adonis of the ton.

      “Good, you’ve got her,” Ormonde said shortly. “You and Christian get her out of here.”

      “And what are you doing?” St. Albans asked, but Ormonde had already turned on his heel and was striding off. St. Albans picked up his pace, pulling Johanna along with him to the juncture where Montagu waited with a grim set to his jaw. “Where is he going?” St. Albans questioned.

      “I do not know, but he is not wrong about needing to get her out of here,” Montagu said shortly. His gaze swept over her as if to ascertain she was unharmed, but then flicked away as if dismissing her once he knew she was hale. “There are already rumblings in the other room about who might have her after you’re done with her.”

      A chill swept through Johanna as St. Albans cursed under his breath.

      “We’ll talk to Ormonde later,” he announced. “How do we get out of here?”

      “This way. My lady.” Montagu smiled charmingly, bowed, then led the way, which was in the opposite direction from where Ormonde had disappeared.

      Several turns, then they were out the door and into the night. Despite the warmth of the evening air, Johanna still felt chilled. Her mind was desperately trying to keep up with what was happening around her. She was physically safe now, but without the promised funds… but still in possession of her virtue and a duke who said he would take care of everything.

      Did she dare trust that? What other choice did she have at this moment?

      Both men pressed against her, one on either side. Guarding her, she realized, as they made their way down several streets before reaching the carriage waiting for them. She was grateful for their presence as the fog of London curled around the dark streets, creating foreboding shadows in every nook and cranny. Being on her own would have been terrifying.

      St. Albans helped her into the carriage, then followed her into the enclosed space. It was not until Montagu had joined them and rapped his knuckles on the roof, causing it to lurch forward in response, that she shook herself free from the silent shock that had gripped her.

      They might think they were rescuing her from a horrid situation, but she had been there for a reason, and she’d received no assurances from St. Albans other than the initial declaration. Why would he give her money for nothing? He must have been trying to get her out of there to save her reputation, but her reputation was worth less than nothing if she couldn’t save her family.

      “Wait! I need the money, my family⁠—”

      “I told you,” St. Albans said, taking hold of her hand and squeezing it tightly. He sounded completely serious. “I will take care of it. All you have to do is agree to marry me.”

      Now she knew she was dreaming. The Duke of St. Albans had just proposed marriage to her. It did not sound like jest, but surely any moment, both men would explode into laughter. Except that, across from her, the Duke of Montagu’s mouth had dropped open in utter shock, but he did not laugh, nor did he protest. St. Albans ignored him, keeping his gaze steady on her even as she stared back and forth between the two dukes in utter disbelief.

      “Marry you?” Her voice squeaked. Montagu’s reaction or not, she had to be dreaming.

      “Yes. Marry me.” The duke sounded completely serious. “Then my funds will be yours to spend as you please.”

      “I… You do not understand. My family…”

      “Is very poor.” He nodded, looking at her dress. “I can see that.”

      She felt color bloom in her cheeks. The dress had once been light blue, but now it was faded grey and tattered. She’d taken care of it the best she could since arriving in London, but she knew it was hardly the kind of garment a lady of the ton would willingly be seen in.

      “Matthew,” Montagu muttered, covering his face with his hand.

      “What? Am I supposed to ignore the obvious?” St. Albans grinned widely, suddenly, and he was even more handsome smiling than when he was serious.

      Johanna had not truly noticed at the house party. She had not wanted to notice. She would have married any of the men who offered to help her and her family. Now was no different, was it?

      “You need money for your family, yes? I have plenty, and I am happy to help them.”

      “We are… my mother is starving.” Tears flooded her eyes as she said the words aloud, choking her. “We barely made it through the winter. The house needs repairs. Everything needs repairs. The children do not have enough food or clothes⁠—”

      “Marry me, and none of you will ever want again.” St. Albans’ grin had faded at her words, and he lifted her hand to his lips to kiss her knuckles.

      Johanna felt a flutter go through her belly, one that was different from those that came when she had gone without any food for too long.

      “This is the most unusual proposal, but it does suit you somehow,” Montagu said, shaking his head.

      She turned to look at him because she needed someone else to tell her this was really happening. Someone who was not the man proposing to marry her for no good reason.

      “He is serious, then?” She could hear the desperation, the hope in her voice.

      “Utterly.” Montagu answered immediately, and he seemed entirely sincere. “He would not propose without meaning it. I suppose you flipped for it?” The question was directed at St. Albans. Johanna did not understand what he meant, but the duke nodded his head.

      At the house party, Johanna would have cried with joy at the prospect of marrying a rich duke. That he was young and handsome did not make a difference, though it was a relief. He did not seem cruel. She hoped he was as kind as his smile suggested. She had to believe that Lady Astrid would not have introduced him to marriage-minded debutantes otherwise.

      Not that it mattered.

      In order to save her family, she had been prepared to do far worse than marry a duke.

      “Yes,” she told him. “I will marry you.”

      The smile he flashed was blinding.

      “Good. Now, tell me about your family.”
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        * * *

      

      Matthew

      Lady Johanna’s family was even worse off than they’d supposed. Matthew and Christian exchanged a glance when she told them about meeting Mr. Blash. The idea that he was providing for her family off his own income… Matthew thought it far more likely that he was supplementing his income with funds that should have gone to her family.

      Clearly, she had not suspected anything, and he was loath to part her from that particularly charming naïveté before he had to. There was something very sweet and soft about her, despite the hard hand she’d been dealt. He would rather preserve that aspect of her, not crush it.

      But he would certainly have someone look into Mr. Blash.

      Matthew would get Lady Johanna settled in his home and introduce her to his grandmother and staff. Christian would head to her family’s home and pack them up to bring them to Matthew’s. He was more than happy to pay for whatever repairs were needed to their home while they were with him, so they could eventually return. He could sponsor her brother, and his grandmother would likely enjoy having young ladies to bring up.

      In the meantime, having a happy, grateful bride—very much unlike his friend Nathanial, who had recently married and begun his married life rather coldly—sounded very nice to Matthew. He should have thought of this before. He had no need of a wife with a dowry of any kind, and this way her entire family would be grateful to him rather than considering it a social triumph to marry a duke.

      Besides, he'd never saved anyone before.

      It felt rather nice to be a hero.

      And he got a wife out of it, to boot.

      His friends would call it the devil’s own luck, but the luck was all Matthew’s.

      Using the hand not holding Lady Johanna’s, he quickly took his coin out and flipped it. The flip confirmed his thought, and he tucked the coin back into its pocket.

      “I think a quick wedding would be best,” he said, looking at Lady Johanna and giving her hand a squeeze. He liked holding her hand. Very husbandly. She was a beautiful woman, if a trifle delicate in her appearance. Surely regular meals would help with that. Likely some kind of fashion makeover. Matthew was certain he could leave that in the hands of his grandmother or perhaps Lady Astrid and the other duchesses. “Quick and quiet. Once you’re my duchess, you’ll have the protection of my name, so even if anyone recognizes you from this evening, they’ll hold their tongue. If they have a chance to do so before the wedding, they may not. I would marry you anyway, but it will make things easier.”

      “Yes, that sounds best.” Lady Johanna nodded her understanding. She seemed very serious-minded, which was not surprising after the tale she had told.

      He wondered what it would take to make her smile. Likely, seeing her mother and siblings safe and well would be a good start.

      “I would not want any rumors or scandal to touch your family name nor burden my brother and sisters. Though it will be several years before my sisters’ come-outs.”

      The ton could have a long memory, but he did not point it out. He did not particularly care why she agreed, so long as she did.

      “Good then. I’ll acquire a special license as quickly as possible so we can be married without the banns being read. Once I have that, we can have the wedding as soon as your family arrives in London. My grandmother will be pleased to play hostess to them.”

      “Your grandmother is going to murder you,” Christian commented, sounding more amused than anything else. Now that things were in motion, he was falling in line with Matthew’s plans. Matthew was rather relieved it was Christian with him instead of one of their other friends. Christian was always good for a lark.

      Gregory, the Duke of Clarence, might have gone along with things without protest, but he’d become much more serious since marrying. His duchess, Tiffany, was likely to influence his thoughts on the matter, and Matthew could not guess what she might think of his unusual method for procuring a bride. Her presence at Gregory’s side was why it was just Matthew and Christian who had been following Drake instead of the three of them.

      Matthew was uncertain what Drake would think. He’d been happy to see that Matthew had saved Lady Johanna, but proposing to her? Lady Astrid would likely approve, at least. Matthew knew she’d invited Lady Johanna to her house party with an eye to matchmaking. Unfortunately, Lady Johanna had had to leave rather precipitously, and now Matthew knew why. At least her mother was still alive. No woman should have to starve herself for her children’s sake.

      His mother had died in childbirth, and his father’s second wife had not produced a child before she died of consumption a few years before his father’s death. By which time his father had been searching for a third bride but had not found one to live up to his exacting standards.

      Knowing his son was marrying the sister of an impoverished earl, who Matthew would be taking under his wing, would have had his father rolling in his grave. Another good reason for his choice.

      “Will… will your grandmother not approve?” Lady Johanna asked in a soft whisper, sounding very worried. He had not realized she might think Christian was speaking of approval of her.

      Neither had Christian.

      “No, no, she’ll approve of you, certainly,” both of them rushed to reassure her.

      “She will be very happy I am getting married, and she will have no qualms over your lineage nor your family’s current situation,” Matthew said quickly.

      “You are not the reason she’ll disapprove,” Christian piled on. “She’s going to be very annoyed with Matthew for rushing things, even if she understands the reasoning. She’ll want the big church wedding and all the pomp and circumstance.”

      “I am hoping that having your sisters to take under her wing will improve her mood.” Matthew grinned, giving her hand another squeeze. He glanced out of the carriage. They had finally reached Mayfair and were nearing his London home. “And the satisfaction of having me married off before this Season is over. Besides, we can call it an exclusive wedding. I’ll tell her that Nathanial and Kalina set the precedent, so she cannot even blame me.”

      Christian rolled his eyes but did not disagree as the carriage came to a stop.

      “I will make straight for Falmouth Heath in the morning,” Christian reassured Lady Johanna. “With plenty of footmen and stableboys. I’ll have your family to you as quickly as possible.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said with heartfelt fervor, causing Matthew to frown.

      He was the one making it possible. Stepping out of the carriage, he wondered at the small twinge in his chest that her gratitude toward Christian had caused. He’d never felt anything like it before. Turning back to the carriage, he held out his hand to help his new fiancée down the stairs.

      She smiled at him, the light of the streetlamps making her violet eyes glow.

      “Thank you, Your Grace.” It was a shyer expression of gratitude than Christian had received, yet it felt deeper. That little twinge in Matthew’s chest settled immediately.

      “It is my pleasure,” he said with satisfaction before giving Christian a nod. As they stepped away, the coachman closed the door and got back into position to take Christian to his own home. Matthew had no doubt he would be up early tomorrow to ride to the rescue of Lady Johanna’s family.

      The house was not as dark as he’d expected, but that was a good thing. Sometimes his grandmother had difficulty sleeping. Perhaps she was still up. Then he could get the introductions out of the way immediately.

      His luck held, as it often did.

      Holt, his butler, opened the door to admit them and did not blink twice at the fact that Matthew had a rather disheveled young lady on his arm. The man was rather used to Matthew arriving home in all sorts of situations. Grandmama was just coming down the stairs, and she came to a halt, her mouth dropping open at the sight of him. She was not as used to dealing with Matthew’s more unusual appearances, as they had not occupied the same household until this Season.

      “Hello, Grandmama,” he said cheerfully. “You wanted me to tell you the moment I found my bride. Lady Johanna has done me the honor of agreeing to marry me.”
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      Johanna

      This was not how she would have chosen to meet the Duke of St. Albans’ grandmother. She wanted to sink into the floor as the elegant older woman stared at them in pure shock. Johanna was beginning to realize the duke enjoyed shocking people. He was certainly very good at it.

      “Lady Johanna, this is my grandmother, Lady Moira Stark.”

      Not a duchess, then; she must be his grandmother on his mother’s side. Still, nobility. Despite the fact she’d never had an official come-out, Johanna was trained, to the best of her mother’s ability. She sank into a curtsy she hoped was the proper degree and did her best not to wobble.

      Thankfully, she had been practicing before the house party, and she managed to keep her balance.

      “Matthew Ferdinand Cassius St. Albans!” Lady Stark might be in a dressing gown with a bonnet over her hair, but she did not need proper clothing to be intimidating. Johanna bounced up from her curtsy, quivering in place, and wondered if she should run—but she had nowhere to run to. “This is not how you introduce your fiancée to your grandmother!”

      Relief bubbled up inside Johanna so fast and so strong, she nearly collapsed in a heap before locking her knees into place. His grandmother was upset about the introduction, not about Johanna or her appearance. She could have cried, she was so relieved.

      St. Albans had quit her side, leaving Johanna in the middle of the foyer, bounding up the stairs to drop a kiss on his grandmother’s cheek. She did not know if she felt abandoned or relieved that he had taken his grandmother’s focus so completely.

      “You did say immediately,” he said cheerfully.

      The older woman swatted him on the shoulder with her hand.

      “You know this is not what I meant, you rapscallion!” Pursing her lips, Lady Stark glared at him.

      He just chuckled, clearly unintimidated by his grandmother’s ire.

      Turning back to look down the stairs at Johanna, he held out his hand.

      “Come, my lady, I’ll show you to your room.”

      “You will not!” Lady Stark swatted him again and caused Johanna to stay in her place, swaying slightly since she had almost stepped forward. “Affianced or no, there will be no pre-wedding dallying under my roof.”

      “Technically, it is my roof.”

      “Get yourself to your own bed, and I will see to Lady Johanna,” she concluded, ignoring his statement about the ownership of the house as thoroughly as he’d ignored the proprieties. Turning to look down the stairs, she smiled encouragingly at Johanna. “Come, my dear. There’s a room just down the hall from me that you can use this evening, and tomorrow we’ll have one prepared for you to use until your wedding.”

      “We’ll be getting married by special license as soon as her family arrives,” St. Albans said, striding away at a fast clip, though he somehow managed to look as though he was not running away from his grandmother.

      Her eyes, which were bright blue, widened with fury as her nostrils flared. Johanna had been on her way up the stairs, following the lady’s directions, but now she hung back.

      Lady Stark closed her eyes, and her chest heaved beneath her dressing gown as she took a deep breath.

      “I cannot murder the boy; his heir is a complete addlepate,” she muttered to herself before opening her eyes again.

      Johanna watched her mutely, still perched halfway up the stairs, still wondering if she should flee while she had the chance. But where would she flee to? St. Albans had promised to take care of her family. By the looks of the house and his grandmother’s attire, he could well afford it.

      And his grandmother seemed more outraged about the lack of a proper wedding than she was about Johanna’s unexpected and disheveled appearance. Things could be far worse, even if her soon-to-be husband had just left her alone with his rather formidable grandmother.

      Lady Stark turned her gaze to Johanna, and it swept over her with a calculating eye.

      “Lady Johanna?” she asked, as if to be sure. Johanna could not blame her, considering her current attire, her lack of chaperone, and the late hour at which St. Albans had brought her to the house.

      She steeled herself and nodded. “My brother is the Earl of Falmouth.”

      Swift calculations ran through the woman’s eyes. She might be older, but she was sharp, and she recognized the name. Johanna could only imagine what other information she might remember about the family, but she was far too exhausted to care at this point.

      If the woman kicked her out of the house, she would stay on the stoop until her family arrived, then she would figure out what to do. Though St. Albans had seemed very intent on marrying her.

      “Come on then,” Lady Stark said, turning. “Let’s get you settled. Tomorrow, I want the full story.”

      Johanna was not sure she could give it. Hopefully, St. Albans would be awake tomorrow to make whatever explanation he desired, and Johanna could follow his lead.

      That or she would wake up in the boarding house Mr. Blash had put her in and discover this had all been a very vivid dream. At this point, she was not sure which would be odder.
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        * * *

      

      Matthew

      The sharp rapping on Matthew’s bedroom door just as he finished readying himself for bed made him sigh. He’d hoped that leaving Lady Johanna to his grandmama’s auspices would distract her, but apparently not. His grandmama wanted an explanation.

      “That will be all, Reedy, thank you,” he said to his valet. “Let my grandmother in on your way out.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Reedy said with a bow. Reed-thin, with light-brown hair, he lived up to his name. He was a very good valet for Matthew, adaptable and able to keep up with whatever wild starts Matthew had. They’d been together ever since Matthew had fired his previous valet, who had been his father’s spy. Reedy was loyal to Matthew and no one else.

      Grandmama swept into Matthew’s bedroom like a gale wind and came to a halt in the middle, hands on her hips. Her glare could have wilted an entire field of crop.

      “What did you do?” she demanded to know. “Where did you find that poor girl?”

      “I saved her from a fate worse than death,” Matthew replied, grinning, pleased to be able to defend himself so nimbly. Grandmama’s eyes narrowed, and he quickly gave her an accounting of what had happened. He did leave out that he’d been following Drake, saying only that he’d been tailing a friend.

      “She had better say the same thing tomorrow,” Grandmama said, though much of her displeasure had dropped away. Something was still bothering her, though, he could tell. At least she no longer looked as though she wanted to whack him. It also did not seem as though she had definitively decided against it either.

      While she didn’t have nearly the strength of his father, her stinging slaps against his arm had always bothered him far more than his father’s harsh punishments. Grandmama was rarely displeased with him, while his father always was.

      “She will,” Matthew reassured her. “I think she must have been quite desperate. We’ll see the state of her family when they arrive, but I cannot imagine anything but pure desperation driving her to such acts. She was very quiet and very proper at Blackstone Manor.”

      “Hmm. Well. I suppose we will see.” His grandmother sighed, her shoulders sagging. “I do want to see you married, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “An impoverished earl’s sister… she may have some difficulty adjusting to running a ducal household.”

      “I am sure I can count on you to assist her.” After all, his grandmother had been the lady of the house since his father died. She was speaking from experience, too—she had been thrown into the fire when he’d inherited, just as he had. Matthew had not expected to become the duke so soon, and his grandmother had never expected to have to run a ducal household. She’d been perfectly happy as the wife of an earl.

      If anyone knew how difficult it was to adjust, it was her.

      “Of course, I will render her all due assistance.” Grandmama was still frowning.

      “What?”

      “You know that you cannot flip a coin for love, correct?”

      “I didn’t. I flipped my coin to choose my bride.” Matthew laughed, patting his pocket where the coin in question lay. His grandparents had been a love match. His parents’ marriage had not—it had been the one time his grandmother and his grandfather had fought, according to her. She’d wanted their daughter, his mother, to have a love match… but his mother had sided with his grandfather. She’d wanted to be a duchess.

      She’d gotten her wish.

      Matthew always wondered if she’d regretted it, or if perhaps his father had been different when she was alive.

      His grandmother had said his mother had been content with her title, but she would have been happier with a love match. She’d tried to push the idea of a love match onto Matthew, too.

      Personally, he did not see what difference it made, but he knew she was likely disappointed he was not interested in trying things her way.

      “You cannot go through life making all your choices by coin!”

      “I do not see why not.” He shrugged. This was a constant argument between them. He could have written out their lines for them at this point. “It has not led me astray thus far.”

      “And what if it has this time?”

      “Then I will deal with it. But I do not believe it has.”

      “Did you flip it for her at Blackstone Manor?”

      Matthew hesitated. He had wondered at this as well.

      “I did, but not to see if she should be my bride. I was choosing dance partners at that point.” He shrugged. “Obviously, something changed. Maybe I was meant to wait ‘til now.”

      “Does it not bother you to give up so much control of your life?” she asked, aghast. That was a new tack.

      He paused to think about it for a moment before shaking his head.

      “Since when have I truly had control, Grandmama? I was born to be a duke, and here I am.” He spread his arms wide. “I did not choose any of this. Why should the rest of my life be any different?”

      Grandmama snorted.

      “Being born a duke only narrows your choices; it does not eradicate them. You are born into such a position and privilege that you have more choices than most. If you want to have a dearth of choices, you should try being a woman.” With that, she turned on her heel and stalked out of his room.

      The conversation left him slightly unsettled, which was a new sensation for him. Normally, he felt perfectly content with how he lived his life, even after arguments with his grandmother. He knew she did not approve of his coin-flipping, but it seemed to him it was no worse than the ways most people made their decisions.

      Perhaps he had become overly reliant on it… but half of his punishments from his father had been for making the wrong decision. Choices that he’d made on his own. When he’d started relying on luck, he’d been beaten less than when he’d been trying to do the right thing. The coin made better choices than he made when left to his own devices, so he relied on luck.

      And that luck had gotten him out of many a belting.

      While his father wasn’t around to impose his ideas of what the right choice was anymore, Matthew still preferred to let his luck decide his path.

      It had not let him down so far.

      He’d saved his bride from a terrible fate and now would save her family as well. She would work hard to become a good duchess in gratitude. Considering how beautiful she was, conceiving an heir would be a pleasure, not a chore. Now that he had a bride—and presumably that would lead to an heir—taken care of, he could focus on helping his friends uncover who murdered their fathers.

      And solve the mystery of what Drake was up to.

      Feeling rather pleased with himself for a good day’s work, Matthew took himself to bed. Tomorrow, he’d ensure Lady Johanna was well taken care of with his grandmother, then he would pay Drake a visit.
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      Johanna

      A knock on her door made Johanna jerk awake, and disorientation swirled around her. She had been sleeping so soundly, far more soundly than she could remember sleeping. For a moment, she thought she was still in the boarding house, but the bed was too big and comfortable, and the room far too large and well furnished.

      Last night, she had not truly looked at it.

      The door opened, and a maid poked her head in, smiling and bobbing a curtsy as she came through the door once she saw that Johanna was sitting up in bed. Dark hair and dark-eyed, she was slightly plump with apple-blossom cheeks and a wide smile that Johanna immediately envied. Draped over her arm was a length of lavender fabric.

      “Good morning, my lady. My name is Nettie. Lady Stark sent me to take care of you.” She bustled over to the drapes as she spoke, opening them and letting in the sunlight. It poured over the room, bathing it in soft light, revealing a feminine oasis of delicately carved furniture, an ornate carpet in lilac, cream, and grey lying across the floor. The bed she was in boasted a periwinkle coverlet and canopy, though the curtains were open as it was too warm to need them closed overnight.

      Johanna did not know what to say as Nettie turned and looked at her expectantly. She’d never had her own maid, as she had not been old enough for one before they’d had to start letting the staff go.

      “Good morning,” she echoed after a moment since it was polite to do so. But she did not know what she could ask Nettie to take care of for her. She cast her gaze about. “Um, do you know where my dress is?”

      The night rail she was wearing was one that Lady Stark had produced last night. Johanna had reassured the lady that she had no need of a dresser, and the lady had nodded her head and allowed Johanna to ready herself for bed. But at some point, her dress had disappeared, as it was no longer lying at the foot of the bed where she’d left it.

      “Oh, yes, Mrs. Syme, the housekeeper, sent someone in this morning to get it.” Nettie smiled sympathetically. “Rosa said you did not stir. You must have been exhausted.”

      “Yes.” Exhausted and slightly disturbed now that she knew someone had been in the room with her, and she’d slept through it. That was certainly a measure of how tired she’d been, though. Normally, she awoke at any small sound in the middle of the night, always alert for bad news or for Charlotte crawling into bed with her.

      She must have been more wrung out than she’d realized.

      “Well, you’re up now, and Lady Stark sent this day gown for you to wear today. She says that once you have broken your fast, you’ll be going out to Bruton Street to visit her modiste.” Nettie smiled through this whole recitation.

      “Oh… I do not…” Johanna’s voice trailed off. She did not have any money, but the Duke of St. Albans certainly did, and he would have a certain standard of dress for his wife, she was sure.

      What was he getting out of this arrangement?

      A wife, but he could have any woman of the ton, surely. Why her? Rather than bringing him a dowry, he had to spend money outfitting her. And he’d sent for her family.

      What was he going to expect in return?

      Last night, the choice had seemed simple. Now, she could not help but wonder if she was out of the pan and into the fire.

      Lady Astrid had him as a guest. And the Duke of Montagu.

      His grandmother had also seemed no-nonsense and entirely aware of the proprieties. She had not even let him escort Johanna to this room. Johanna blew out a long breath.

      Whatever it was he wanted from her, if it saved her family, she would do it.

      Nettie was still standing there, smiling and waiting patiently, holding up the lavender gown. Giving herself a small shake, Johanna got up and allowed Nettie to dress her, which was an entirely odd experience.

      The maid not only had the gown, she also had undergarments for Johanna. Everything was too big for her, but it was better than nothing, and it was all far cleaner and newer than what she had been wearing. The lavender color made her eyes seem a bit paler than usual, as though they were shifting shades to match, but her skin and hair looked a bit brighter.

      Nettie frowned over the lack of curls—it had taken Rose hours to craft an acceptable coiffure at Blackstone Manor—but skillfully braided the long, silky strands into an acceptable style. Johanna stared at herself in the mirror. She was as thin as ever, gaunt even, but somehow, she looked different.

      “There we go,” Nettie said triumphantly. “Would you like a touch of color for your cheeks, my lady? Nothing gaudy, of course, but I think it might brighten you a bit.”

      Because she had trusted Nettie thus far, she allowed the maid to put a bit of rouge on her cheeks, and she had to admit, she rather liked the effect. She looked healthier with a bit of color, more like she had as a child, though she’d never felt farther away from her childhood than she did at this moment.

      “Let me show you to the dining room, my lady.”

      Seeming eager to show off her work, Nettie escorted Johanna through the halls. She chattered the whole time about the various portraits and artwork they passed, pointing in different directions to where Johanna would find rooms that might interest her. The house was massive, and Johanna just hoped she would be able to find her way to and from the dining room on her own, much less seeking out the study, the solarium, or the music room.

      Though her own home was huge, so many of the rooms had been closed off over the years that she did not remember where most of them were. Some of them, her younger siblings had never seen before. Navigating through a large house was not something she had much experience with anymore. Blackstone Manor had been larger, but she’d had Rose with her, and it had made everything far less intimidating.

      Now she was alone.

      Thankfully, it did seem as though the way to the dining room was fairly straightforward. She thought she would be able to find her way back on her own.

      As she came through the door with Nettie, the Duke of St. Albans and his grandmother abruptly cut off their conversation. He jumped to his feet when Johanna entered the room, staring at her. He was just as handsome in the daylight as he had been the night before, though he looked more at home in this elegant dining room than the shabby backstage of Mr. O’Connell’s.

      “Lady Johanna, Your Grace, my lady.” Nettie sounded triumphant, very pleased with herself. Johanna was amused that she had not been far off the mark in thinking Nettie wanted to show off her work. She had to admit she would not look nearly so nice if Nettie had not been there to help her. Especially her hair.

      “Your Grace, my lady,” Johanna echoed, and curtsied, ducking her head to avoid the duke’s intense scrutiny.

      Was he regretting his decision? Was he pleased? She could not tell.

      “Very nice, Nettie, thank you.” Lady Stark smiled, and Nettie exited the room, appearing pleased. “Come, Johanna, sit and have something to eat. What would you like? Eggs? Sausage? Kippers?”

      A sudden lump found its way into Johanna’s throat as she sank down into her chair. Her mouth watered at the smells, but her stomach tightened at the thought of eating a single bite.

      The same guilt had battered her at Blackstone Manor, but that had been before she knew her mother was starving herself. Now… she’d struggled to eat the food the boarding house had provided. The duke’s food was too much. The quality so much higher. The options so much larger.

      How was she supposed to eat eggs, sausage, and kippers when she knew her family had no such sustenance?

      A tear rolled down her face, no matter that she tried to swallow back her sob, then another and another. Head bowed and hands clasped tight in her lap, she did her best to hide her reaction, but she could not look at either the duke or his grandmother because she could not control herself at all.
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        * * *

      

      Matthew

      What was she doing? Why was she crying?

      Panic gripped Matthew as he stared at his bride. She looked lovely in her gown, though it did not fit her very well, and she had seemed happy enough until she’d been offered food. Shouldn’t she want to eat? She’d said her family was starving. And she’d looked very thin herself, even before putting on a gown that was too big for her, which made her appear even less well fed.

      He looked to his grandmother, who was sitting stiffly upright with an expression on her face that he’d never seen before. On someone else, he might have called it sympathy.

      Then his grandmother looked back at him, and her expression changed, shooting him a look.

      Help her, she mouthed.

      Right.

      How?

      What did people do to help a crying woman? He’d never been in this situation before.

      Matthew quickly took out his coin, but he did not know what to ask it.

      His grandmother’s face was slowly getting redder, and she looked like her head was about to explode.

      Hug her.

      Oh. That made sense. But he did flip the coin just in case, then hurried to get up and put his arm around Lady Johanna when it confirmed that was the right thing to do. The maneuver had the added benefit of putting the table between him and his grandmother. Just in case she decided to do something with her hands other than gripping the arms of her chair.

      It was awkward crouching down to get in the right position, and Johanna felt incredibly frail under his arm. Even more so than she had last night. The sensation stirring in his breast felt… protective.

      “Is there something else you would like?” he asked softly. “We can get you whatever you want.”

      Lady Johanna turned her head into his shoulder, which was nice, but she also started crying even harder, which was not. His grandmother dropped her head into her hands and took a deep breath. Matthew knew from experience that meant she thought he was mucking things up.

      But it was not as though he had any experience in this sort of thing. He was doing his best.

      Unfortunately, no further questions for his coin presented themselves to him.

      “I am sorry,” Lady Johanna said, straightening again, groping for the napkin. That was something he could do—Matthew handed the napkin to her. “Thank you. I am so sorry.”

      “Not to worry,” Matthew said, getting back to his feet from the awkward crouch he’d been in, patting her shoulder. “I ah… is there anything I can do?” He would much rather she not start crying again. Maybe he should send for one of his friends, one with a wife. A woman other than his grandmother, since she expected Matthew to take care of this, and he was clearly not very good at it.

      “You have already done everything… I just… there is so much food, and I started thinking about my family.” She was turning weepy again.

      How to stop it?

      “Christian will see to it that they are fed,” he quickly reassured her. “I promise.”

      That was an easy promise to make because he knew his friend. Christian would provide for their travel and their food the whole way to London, and Matthew would happily pay him back if Christian allowed. Which he might not. He would consider it part of his duty.

      It should have made her happy, but she started crying again, this time holding the napkin to her face as her shoulders shook. He looked at his grandmother with a helpless plea in his eyes, and she sighed, shaking her head. Finally, she got to her feet and came around. Matthew quickly stepped back to allow her to take his place at Lady Johanna’s side.

      “Do not fret, my dear,” his grandmother said soothingly, rubbing Lady Johanna’s back. Oh. Maybe that was what she’d wanted him to do. He could have rubbed her back if he’d realized. “The boys will take care of everything. Your family is going to have plenty to eat from now on, and you need to eat to keep up your strength until they join us here.”

      Apparently, that was the right thing to say. Lady Johanna nodded, hiccupping, before getting herself under control again. His grandmother patted her back before returning to her place on the other side of the table, and Matthew sidled back to his seat.

      Lady Johanna had more color to her face now—pink cheeks and eyes, the tip of her nose a delicate red—but she was as beautiful as ever. Matthew smiled at her, trying to appear reassuring, but she had ducked her head and was not paying attention to him.

      Ah, well. They’d have the opportunity to get to know each other better once they were married.

      Hopefully, there would be no more crying at breakfast once her family arrived, and she had no reason to be sad anymore.

      “Once you are done breaking your fast, we shall go shopping,” his grandmother announced.

      Matthew understood he was not included in that ‘we,’ thankfully. He had his own plans for the day, such as procuring a special license and tracking down Drake to pepper him with questions.

      “You shall need to be properly outfitted as befits a duchess. Matthew tells me that you are to marry as soon as your family arrives.”

      Lady Johanna glanced at him, and he nodded.

      “First thing on my agenda is the special license.” He smiled reassuringly at her. “Feel free to get whatever you need. Grandmama knows there is no budget for this.”

      Violet eyes widened, and she appeared at a loss for words. It was very generous of him, but he could afford it, and there was no reason his duchess should appear anything but top of the nines. Besides, he wanted to ensure no one would mistake her for the young woman in the brothel last night.

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” she whispered after a moment.

      He smiled encouragingly at her.

      “Now, let us talk about the wedding,” Grandmama said.

      Matthew nodded and pulled out his coin, much to his grandmama’s obvious displeasure.
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      Matthew

      Directly after breakfast, Matthew went to the mews to get his horse. Casper was a pure white stallion with strong lines and a good horse for London with his even temper, which was quite unusual for a stallion. Some gentlemen would have considered it a defect, regardless of whether they were in the city or the country, but Matthew liked Casper’s steadiness, especially when in London. Plus, the coin had chosen him when Matthew had been picking out a horse.

      He’d been brought to London from the Netherlands by a gentleman who had subsequently lost a horse in a game of cards to Matthew. He’d gone through the man’s stables, one by one until the coin had picked Casper.

      Casper whickered as he was brought out, his head bobbing up and down. Grinning, Matthew held out his hand to feed the horse a sugar cube before taking the reins from the stableboy.

      First stop was the Archbishop of Canterbury for the special license. Thankfully, Charles had always had a soft spot for Matthew and was happy to issue one without any convincing needed beyond a donation to the church.

      With that done, he headed for Drake’s home. He could have stopped on his way to the archbishop’s office, but he’d felt it was too early to call. Securing the special license had not taken much time, but at least it was a little later.

      And he had questions.

      Dewbury, Drake’s butler, let him in and went to get his master. Drake came down the stairs with a grumpy expression, wearing a dressing gown of burnt umber with copper embroidery and a black-fur ruff. Clearly, he’d just woken up and was not particularly happy about it. Maybe Matthew should have waited until later. This was what he got for not checking with his coin before arriving.

      “What do you want?” Drake asked irritably, stalking into the drawing room and flopping inelegantly on the couch. A maid rushed in with a coffee cart before rushing away again. Dewbury came in and got a cup of coffee in Drake’s hands before pouring one for Matthew.
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