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        London, England, 1843

      

      

      Adam Chamberlin sat alone in his London study, preoccupied once again by the astonishing realization that he was now the Duke of Rothford—he, the youngest of three sons, who’d been called a scoundrel and a rake and worse by his own brothers. For many years he’d taken great pleasure in living up to that. He and his younger sister were the offspring of his father’s second marriage to a much younger woman who’d brought little but beauty to the family, not property or connections. Adam’s brothers had never let him forget it, although always out of earshot of their father.

      He’d deserved Society’s scorn once upon a time; he’d even reveled in it—anything to prove to his brothers that their threats and their condemnation didn’t matter to him.

      Before joining the army, he’d never been responsible for anything or anyone. But the Eighth Dragoon Guards had shown him that a man could be judged on his honorable deeds, not his ancestors or his money. He’d been able to start over, to support himself instead of holding his breath waiting for his father to die and his brothers to make good on their threats of cutting him off.

      But that hadn’t happened. Fate had intervened in a way impossible to predict, and he’d had to resign his commission. And now he, who’d never once even been allowed to know the responsibilities of a duke, was saddled with all of it, homes and estates and servants who all depended on him not to make a mistake.

      He was very good at making mistakes.

      Suddenly, he heard a sound, something tipping over on a shelf. He stilled, thinking that although Rothford Court, a palatial pile of rocks on Belgrave Square, was so cold as to be a cave in winter, it would hardly be permitted to have rats.

      And then he heard a sneeze.

      He relaxed back in his father’s big chair. “Would you like a handkerchief?”

      After a long moment, he saw her little head first, dark hair in a braid, face pale at her discovery. It could only be Lady Frances Chamberlin, his eldest brother’s child, hiding underneath the long table behind his sofa. She was ten and had been away in the country on his return to England a few months back. Now she stared at him with the wide blue eyes of the Chamberlins, and it was like looking into his brother’s eyes. But instead of condemnation, he saw innocence and wariness and curiosity.

      He stood up and gave her an exaggerated bow, hand sweeping across his stomach. “Lady Frances, it is so nice to see you again.”

      She bit her lip, and if possible her eyes went larger. But there was a hint of humor there, as if she found it silly that an adult would bow to her.

      “I barely remember you,” she said at last, voice hesitant and quiet.

      He seated himself behind his desk slowly, not wanting to frighten her off. “You were four when I left. What do you remember of me?”

      She was holding something clutched in her hand, working it between her fingers nervously. “Mother says you did bad things and that I should not em—emu⁠—”

      “Emulate me?” he finished for her.

      She nodded. “How could I be like you? I’m a girl.”

      “Very wise. I certainly made mistakes when I was younger, but I hope I’ve grown up and learned my lesson.”

      She took several steps around the sofa and stopped. “You were grown up when you left.”

      “Some people don’t think so,” he said dryly. “Even I don’t think so. I could be foolish. But not to you, I hope.”

      She shrugged. “I remember you putting me on your shoulders once and romping around like a horse.”

      He grinned. “I remember that, too.”

      “And Father caught us and scolded me.”

      Adam’s smile faded. “He was scolding me, child, not you.”

      “You sent me a letter when he died. My governess, Miss Hervey, said I should keep it hidden from Mother, and I do so although I don’t know why. It was quite nice.”

      How could Adam tell her that her mother believed every word of the hatred her husband, the ducal heir, had harbored for Adam? For no other reason than that he hated Adam’s mother, that he feared Adam was their father’s favorite as a child, until the two older brothers had conspired to turn their father’s approval to dismay and then terrible disappointment.

      Like so many people, Frances’s mother thought he was worthless. He’d never felt that way about himself, had done his best to become a better man. He had so far to go.

      “I had the fever, too, you know,” Frances said solemnly, running her finger along the bookshelves that lined one wall.

      “I didn’t know. I am so glad you returned to health.”

      “Not my father or Uncle Godfrey or Grandfather. They all died.”

      “I’m so sorry, Frances.” Adam nodded, not knowing what else to say. It still seemed so unreal that he was now the duke, the man with the power and the wealth, who’d once thought his army career the only thing that would keep him from genteel poverty when his brother inherited the dukedom. That power couldn’t bring back the dead, couldn’t absolve him of the guilt that lingered on the edges of his dreams. He still lived with the memory of unexpected battle, the emotions of fighting for his life, the triumph of winning—and then the vivid images of his men dead and dying.

      He was trying to put it in his past. The investigator he’d hired was due to arrive any moment with the details that would, hopefully, give Adam some measure of peace.

      Frances now stood at the edge of his desk. “You look sad, Uncle Adam. Father died last year. Great-Aunt Theodosia says we mustn’t worry about him, that he’s at rest.”

      “You’re a brave girl,” he answered, smiling at her.

      There was a polite knock on the door. Frances stiffened and looked over her shoulder warily.

      “I can’t let you hide,” he said with regret, “but if anyone asks, I will say I requested your visit.”

      She brightened.

      “Come in,” he called.

      Seabrook, thin white hair combed meticulously across his pink scalp, bowed his head after he entered. “A Mr. Raikes to see you, Your Grace.” He glanced at Frances, and if he was curious, he’d long ago learned not to show it.

      “Thank you for answering my questions, Frances,” Adam said. “You may go now.”

      She gave him a brilliant smile that Seabrook couldn’t see, then skipped from the room.

      Raikes stepped in after she’d gone. A private investigator, he was plump and bald, with a neatly trimmed beard—a man who looked so normal no one would give him a second glance. Adam assumed he was very good at using that to his advantage.

      “Your Grace,” he said, bowing his head.

      Seabrook closed the door behind him.

      “Sit down, Raikes.” Adam leaned forward. “Did you find Miss Cooper?”

      Raikes allowed himself a small, pleased grin as he sat. “I did, sir.”

      Adam let out his breath, then said mildly, “It took you long enough.”

      The man smiled, unperturbed. “That it did. It wasn’t easy to find her.”

      “But I told you her brother’s name and shire.”

      “Given that you served with him, it’s a shame you couldn’t come up with more, Your Grace.”

      Adam arched a brow at the man standing up for himself, letting his amusement show. “Yes, well, we were comrades, not close friends.”

      “And it would have helped if the lady would have stayed put. But she couldn’t, Your Grace.” Raikes cleared his throat, his frown marking his uneasiness. “She had to work to support herself and her mother after Sergeant Cooper’s death.”

      Adam felt a stillness inside him, a disbelief and a gaping hole of guilt. It was his fault a gentlewoman had had to lower herself to earn her living. “What is her position?” he asked, trying not to imagine the worst. A desperate young woman could sink so far…

      “She is a lady’s companion, sir, hired earlier this year by Lord Warburton of Durham for his daughter.”

      Adam understood the plight of a lady’s companion, the endless hours at the whim of another person. More than once his Aunt Theodosia had spoken of her disdain at the way some of her friends treated the unfortunate women they employed. He eased his stiff fingers, surprised to find he’d been clutching the arms of his chair. “That is not the worst employment a young lady can have.”

      “No, sir. And you’re in luck. Her family has come to London for the Season.”

      At last, something was finally going his way.

      “Tell me where she lives.”
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        * * *

      

      Miss Faith Cooper, unusually young for a lady’s companion at twenty and five, was dressed in her usual dowdy, bulky clothes designed to hide that fact. But today she was feeling conspicuous; in fact, had been feeling followed from the moment she’d entered the curving pathways of Hyde Park. Pulling her cloak tight about her to combat the chilly temperature of the early Season in London, her entire focus was on her eagerness to be with the Society of Ladies’ Companions and Chaperones, as they’d laughingly called themselves. Who else could understand and commiserate better than others who had to endure the whims of elderly ladies who could never be too warm, or the whims of selfish young girls who believed the search for the proper husband was the worst dilemma a woman could face? Sometimes one just had to laugh.

      Faith had once known all about real dilemmas: dwindling money without dowry or the handsome features that might make up for it. All of this she’d overcome on her own, by means both scandalous and necessary. And though it was hard work helping a self-centered young woman during her first London Season, Faith relished the challenge of guiding the girl to maturity and happiness. Sometimes she felt like she was guiding the baron and his wife, too. They had been social leaders in their quiet village, and were now at sixes and sevens in Town.

      All of these thoughts were on her mind when a boldly handsome man stepped into her path and forced her to come up short in surprise. Though he was tall, it was not his height that was overwhelming; it was his very presence, as if he knew he commanded attention and used that to his advantage. He wore snug trousers, polished boots, and an expensively tailored greatcoat that she suspected did not need padding in the shoulders. To her surprise, he doffed his top hat and gave her a brief bow, which so shocked her that she almost turned around to see if someone stood just behind. He had light brown hair that could almost be called sandy, tousled artfully by the wind. His chiseled face had harsh lines where a woman’s would have soft curves, a nose that commanded attention, and lines about his eyes as if he smiled much of the time. Those eyes were blue and alive with interest and amusement as they took all of her in.

      She hugged her cloak tightly, and though she was far too curious, she attempted to move around him. “Excuse me, my lord.” For he had to be a peer, of that she had no doubt.

      He grinned. “Miss Faith Cooper, I believe?”

      She drew herself up, forcing down a frisson of nerves. “We have not been introduced, sir. This is most improper. Please step aside.”

      “Then allow me to introduce myself. I am Rothford. Have you by chance heard of me?”

      In that moment of charged expectation, she thought she sensed a faint feeling of uncertainty emanating from him, but that had to be wrong. For he was Rothford—the Duke of Rothford—and such a man was at the top of the social ladder, of the House of Lords, and even of life itself.

      She sank into a curtsy but could not resist glancing up beneath her lashes to stare at him once again. Why was such a man introducing himself to a lady’s companion? “Your Grace, surely you have me confused with someone else.”

      “You are Miss Cooper?”

      “Yes, but … why would you know of me? I am newly arrived in London with my employer and his family.”

      She glanced around, certain that people must be staring. Strangely, the two of them seemed to be almost alone on this path. And since he knew of her, this could not be accidental.

      “I have made it my business to find you, Miss Cooper,” he said, still in that amiable tone of voice.

      He came no closer, so she did not feel she had to run, but could only stare at him with growing confusion. “To find me, Your Grace? But why?”

      “I served in the Eighth Dragoon Guards with your brother.”

      His voice gentled with regret and sorrow. Faith inhaled at the twin stabs of grief and frustration that always battled within her. Mathias’s death more than two and a half years ago had stripped away the one source of income she and her mother had lived on. And then memories of her brother’s rare letters flooded back. He’d mentioned the duke by name more than once.

      “I see by your expression that I have the correct Miss Cooper,” the duke said kindly. “I have spent the six months since my return from India looking for you. I knew the northern shire Cooper was from, but not the parish, and it took some time for my man to locate your village. But of course, you were already gone.”

      Her village? she thought, as a cold shiver of wind seeped inside her cloak. What had he heard about her there?

      “I offer you no cause for alarm,” he insisted.

      She schooled her features into impassivity, something she was usually so good at. “You have confronted me in a public park, Your Grace. That is suspicious enough.”

      “True,” he said with regret. “But once I discovered your place of employment, I thought it would seem unusual if I were to call upon a woman employed by Lord Warburton. Would you have preferred that?”

      His tone was wry, and she knew he teased her.

      “Such behavior on your part could very well have jeopardized my position,” she responded coolly. “But so can meeting a man alone in Hyde Park.”

      He looked around. “I did not think we’d be quite so solitary, that’s true.”

      “Then let us be brief. You have not answered my question, Your Grace. Why have you been looking for me?”

      “To offer my condolences, of course.”

      She blinked at him. “You could have written a letter.”

      The warmth in his eyes faded into sobriety. “That would be far too easy, Miss Cooper, and in no way respectful to the memory of your brother. We served together, and I was lucky enough to survive. Sometimes I believe I’m too lucky,” he added with faint sarcasm.

      Faith could only stare at him. Whatever was he talking about? Why would a peer question the blessings in his life while blindly risking her very reputation? “Thank you for your kind thoughts, sir. If that is all…” She gathered her skirts and made to step around him.

      “Wait,” he said, reaching out as if to take hold of her arm.

      She pulled back, frowning, and he put up both hands.

      “I don’t mean to be rude or cause you problems, Miss Cooper. In fact, I want to help. I’d like to offer my services in any way that would be beneficial to you.”

      “Your services?” she echoed, almost gaping at him. This all felt so very wrong. “I need nothing from you, although I do appreciate the offer.”

      She didn’t need a man to save her—that was in her past. She stood on her own now. He didn’t try to stop her as she sailed past him, head held high.

      “Miss Cooper,” he called, “this will not do.”

      She paused and glanced back at him over her shoulder. “It will have to, Your Grace. Any further meetings between us would be highly inappropriate and unnecessary. Thank you for your condolences. Good day.”

      She walked off, her stride brisk and direct, that of an accomplished servant rather than the gentleman’s daughter she had been raised to be. As she followed a curve in the path, she risked a look behind her. He hadn’t followed, but he was still standing there, watching her, his expression bemused but determined. She should probably worry about that show of determination, but couldn’t believe he was serious.

      Yet her mind was flooded with curiosity. He’d been a cavalryman, she realized, her pace slowing as her mind settled. Why had a duke—or the heir to a dukedom—bought a commission in the army?

      She tried to put away her interest when she reached the bench where her friends sat. Their expressions lightened with welcome upon seeing her, and relief flooded through her.

      They were impoverished gentlewomen just like her: Jane Ogden, with a slight limp since childhood, worked as companion to an elderly woman; and Charlotte Atherstone, a chaperone nearing her middling years and well respected for her unmatched ability to keep her charge protected, even as she guided her into a proper marriage.

      Faith liked Charlotte’s work best and aspired to such a position. It felt…motherly or sisterly to help a young lady find the perfect man, the perfect life. It was almost what she was doing with Adelia, but she herself didn’t have the vast understanding of the peerage that Charlotte had, her own mother being so disinterested. So they had long discussions where Charlotte talked and Jane and Faith absorbed. Relationships among the peerage could be so complicated, but it was the sort of puzzle Faith enjoyed.

      They all had the same afternoon off each week, Wednesday, and had randomly met in Hyde Park when a chill wind had blown off Charlotte’s bonnet, and the younger two women had ended up chasing it. It had been refreshing for all of them to meet like-minded souls. Though they’d only met two months before, they felt almost as close as sisters.

      Charlotte smiled serenely as Faith approached. “We feared we would not see you today. So Miss Warburton could do without you after all.”

      Faith sat down on the same bench as the two women, trying hard not to look back the way she’d come. If the duke had followed her, she didn’t want to call attention to him—and surely he wouldn’t approach her in front of witnesses.

      “Miss Warburton is attending a musicale at her aunt’s this afternoon,” Faith said. “Plenty of relations for her to talk to. But tonight, the family and I will be attending the Earl of Greenwich’s ball, her first engagement of this kind. Miss Warburton is understandably excited. I had much to prepare this morning before I could leave.”

      “You are her companion, not her lady’s maid,” Jane said disapprovingly. “I cannot believe they did not bring enough servants to London with them.”

      Faith shrugged. “I am grateful for the work, even if it goes beyond what I was told. And I’ve told you how satisfying it will be to me to help the girl find maturity and happiness.”

      “But without the extra salary, I’m sure,” Charlotte said, frowning.

      Faith was glad for the sympathy of her friends, but she steered the conversation away. They discussed Jane’s elderly employer having her first visit from a relative in more than a month—the three of them occasionally visited the woman together, cheering her up—and how Charlotte’s young lady had received a second inappropriate proposal that had to be turned down.

      “She is devastated, of course,” Charlotte said. “She doesn’t understand that these men are beneath the expectations of her family, beneath her in means and in placement in Society. I heard the poor girl crying in her bed last night. She’s afraid she will never find a husband and doesn’t want to hear that I believe she simply needs to be patient. To a fresh young girl, who am I but an aging woman who never managed to marry?”

      Though they gave each other sympathetic nods, Faith was having a hard time concentrating. She couldn’t forget the strange meeting with the Duke of Rothford. She wanted to question her friends about him, but how to bring him up without sounding suspicious?

      “Who do you think will be at the ball this early in the Season?” Faith asked, feeling foolish and curious all wrapped together. “I heard the Duke of Rothford has come to Town.” So very subtle, she told herself with an inward wince.

      Charlotte stiffened. “The Duke of Rothford? What do you know about him, Faith?”

      “Nothing much,” she answered truthfully.

      “Though he’d been with the army in India for many years, people still whisper about the exploits of his youth,” Jane said eagerly.

      Alone much of each day, Jane loved to gossip good-naturedly whenever she had the chance. But then a chaperone or companion needed to know the background of every eligible man her charge might meet.

      “I forgot you have only recently come to London,” Charlotte said to Faith. “Perhaps word did not spread so far north about the faithless young man who gambled and spent money on entire wardrobes of garments that he boasted he only wore once or twice before casting them off. He participated in drunken duels, wild horse races, and hosted legendary parties.”

      Such a man had tracked down the sister of a fellow soldier to ask how he could help? It made no sense. Unless of course he had other reasons…

      “And there were women,” Jane said in a breathless, low voice. “Indecent women who became his mistresses—not that he ever had one for long.”

      A coldness settled deep in Faith’s bones at the thought of those desperate women cast off at the duke’s whim. “But…if he was such a wild young man, heir to the dukedom, why did he purchase a commission?”

      “Because he wasn’t the heir,” Charlotte explained patiently. “He had two older brothers.”

      “I’m certain his father insisted he join the army,” Jane said firmly. “How else to control such a young man? He could hardly be a minister.”

      “But how did he inherit the title with two brothers ahead of him?” Faith asked.

      Charlotte’s expression faded into sadness. “A truly tragic story. Last year fever swept the Chamberlin household, and both the duke and his two older sons died within hours of each other, while the youngest son was still in India.”

      The three women sat quietly for a moment in solemn thought, even as birds trilled around them and distant voices were raised and lowered as if floating on the wind. Faith understood what it was like to be told that your only sibling was dead. But did Rothford feel the same sorrow as she? How could he—he’d ended up with the title of duke, in control of vast estates occupying far corners of Britain and the world.

      While she’d had to make a decision that banished her from home forever.
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      But the following Wednesday, just when Faith had practically forgotten about the duke, he was there in Hyde Park again on her afternoon off. He was alone, both hands resting on the head of his cane, and he was watching her.

      She saw him from a distance, standing exactly where they’d met the week before. Her heart started to pound—with anxiety, she assured herself. He looked tall and dashing, the sun glinting off the embroidery of his red waistcoat, his striped morning coat emphasizing the width of his shoulders, the narrowness of his waist. Faint amusement curled one corner of his lips, but those blue eyes were full of determination. She almost turned and ran.

      But she’d never backed down from a challenge, had met every adversity with acceptance and resolve. Whatever he wanted from her—whatever game he proposed—she would make him understand she wasn’t playing.

      Keeping her steps short and ladylike, Faith approached him, then curtsied. “Your Grace,” she said coolly. “I do not think our meeting again is accidental.”

      “Indeed it is not, Miss Cooper.”

      His voice was rich with assurance and confidence, the voice of a man used to getting what he wanted, used to command. She tried to imagine him in a life-or-death situation and could not.

      “Have you given thought to my offer of assistance?” he continued.

      She arched a brow. “There was no need to consider what I’d already politely turned down. Did you forget?”

      “No, Miss Cooper, but I cannot disregard the fact that because of your brother’s death, you, a gentleman’s daughter, were forced to accept a position of employment. And I feel responsible.”

      She heaved a sigh. “That is entirely wrong of you, Your Grace. Unless you shot the rifle yourself⁠—”

      “I might as well have,” he interrupted quietly, soberly.

      The words of dismissal died in her throat, replaced by a lump of dismay and sadness. “What are you saying?” she whispered, forgetting that she stood in a public park with a man.

      His eyes met hers with directness. “Miss Cooper, I have lived with the knowledge of my mistakes for well over two years now. Guilt and sadness mar my every day.”

      “Mistakes?” she echoed.

      “I and two of my fellow soldiers made a decision that cost three men their lives, one of them your brother.”

      “What decision?” she demanded in confusion. She didn’t know what to think, as everything she’d been through the last two and a half years seemed to mock her with futility. Had her brother died for nothing? It seemed appalling and infuriating, and so terribly, terribly sad.

      “The words are indelicate to a lady’s ears,” he began.

      “Do continue,” she said between gritted teeth. “Death is an indelicate subject.”

      He bowed his head a moment too long. “It is. My explanation will sound as if I’m making excuses, but you wanted the truth. My regiment was escorting prisoners to a detention facility where they were to be…questioned.”

      “Interrogated, you mean, even tortured,” she said indignantly.

      “We believed so, yes.”

      “I know how to read, sir, and because my brother was involved, I learned to understand the meaning beneath the pretty words.”

      “In times of war, such measures are often necessary,” he explained, “but these men seemed like starving villagers, and were in the company of their women and children. I was convinced that the information supplied by our superiors was wrong, and I persuaded my friends of this. We looked the other way as the prisoners escaped. These same men returned with reinforcements and attacked. Your brother and two other men died because of my judgment.”

      “Your judgment?” she said in a choked voice. She tried to put herself in his place, but she couldn’t see starving villagers, only killers who’d taken Mathias away. “More than one person in London has believed your judgment suspect, sir. Do they not hold you accountable now?”

      “Strangely enough, Miss Cooper, people seem determined to believe that mistakes happen. That is too easy a way out.”

      “And now you try to salve your conscience?” she said, appalled that her voice was shaking. But the enormity of the consequences of this man’s actions seemed to be strangling her. Everything in her life had changed because of him. “Another easy way out?”

      “You cannot believe this is easy for me, Miss Cooper.”

      There was sadness and weariness in his voice, but she had no sympathy for him. “What do you want from me?” she demanded, her own voice low and hoarse. “Forgiveness? You shan’t have it. My brother is dead, and you are alive and dressed as London’s finest dandy.”

      “No, not forgiveness. But allow me to help you in some way.”

      She drew her breath in harshly. “Help me? You cannot. You cannot bring my brother back, can you?”

      She saw a muscle clench in his jaw, but his voice was mild when he spoke. “No, and I regret that every day. But you are in need of assistance, and I can offer that, in memory of your brother.”

      Assistance? She wouldn’t accept that from a man again.

      “No, thank you,” she said tightly and swept past him.

      And then she saw her friends staring at her in shock, and she had no idea how long they’d been there or what they’d overheard. She hadn’t known them long—what would they think about her? What would they say?

      Jane took a limping step toward her. “Faith, that man…” she began, before trailing off.

      Faith glanced over her shoulder but saw only the duke’s back as he walked away.

      “He is the Duke of Rothford,” Charlotte said slowly, her brows lowered in concern.

      “I know. He introduced himself.”

      Jane’s mouth sagged open. “Introduced himself…”

      Faith would not hide this truth from her friends, especially since his behavior had made her look suspect. And he had not asked her to keep his secrets. “He believes his misjudgment in battle caused the death of my brother, and he offers his condolences and his help.”

      Charlotte narrowed her eyes. “That is quite the revelation.”

      “I refused him, of course. That would only make my position even more precarious.”

      Jane licked her lips. “Does he want you to…consort with him?”

      Both Faith and Charlotte shot her outraged glances.

      “Of course not!” Faith insisted. “He cannot possibly help me, and I would not accept.”

      “Still,” Charlotte mused, “I am reluctantly impressed that he has a conscience after all.”

      “A guilty one,” Faith insisted. “My brother…my brother knew he risked his life for the Crown, I know, but to think he might be alive today—” Her voice caught on her grief and her regrets. She and her brother hadn’t been close, with parents who raised them without any discipline, in a manner that seemed uncaring. Mathias had had his friends and his own life, and left her alone. He hadn’t consulted anyone when he’d impulsively joined the army. She’d felt surprised when he remembered them each month with a portion of his earnings. That had made her feelings soften toward him. But his death had put an end to any chance they might reconcile as adults.

      “You cannot live in peace wishing the past were different,” Charlotte cautioned.

      “I know. But I can put it behind me and move ahead. I wish the duke would.”

      Jane cocked her head. “You almost sound as if he’s being persistent.”

      Faith hesitated, then admitted, “He is. He tried to offer me his help last week and seems to want to ignore my wishes in the matter.”

      “Oh dear,” Jane breathed, glancing with worry at Charlotte.

      “I will ignore him,” Faith insisted. “He will come to realize he must look to God for forgiveness, not me.”

      “But…he is a duke,” Charlotte reminded her. “They are creatures who believe they can always have their way.”

      “Not this time.”

      But her friends didn’t look convinced.
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        * * *

      

      Adam watched Miss Cooper with her friends from the concealment of a wooded copse. He logically understood that he’d offered his help—twice—and been refused.

      He couldn’t blame her—and he couldn’t accept it, either. Maybe he’d thought it would be simple: settle a sum of money upon her and ease his conscience. But from her every expression, he knew she would not accept that kind of help.

      There was something about Miss Faith Cooper that seemed…fascinating. Approaching her friends, she’d moved with a calm grace that to him seemed to signify great control. As the three women spoke, their expressions ranged from serious to concerned, and he knew that was because of him. She had no reason to fear him, and neither did they. He would find a way to make her realize he only meant to help her.

      Yet she seemed accepting of her life, the life he’d helped bring about. Well, he couldn’t have it.

      She was younger than he’d first thought, and he wondered if she took pains to appear other than her true age. Her black hair, already the severe color of night against her pale complexion, was pulled back simply at the base of her neck, no girlish curls above her ears. Her face was thin, her body well hidden in voluminous garments that protected her from the late winter cold of London—or protected her from other things.

      But that face—cheekbones that emphasized the hollows beneath, darkly arched brows above pale gray eyes that flashed silver at him when she was angered. She was no great beauty, but her features were arresting when she wasn’t in control.

      But he suspected she was in control much of the time.

      She and her friends walked away together, and he watched until they were out of sight. After that, he had no choice but to go home.

      Seabrook took his greatcoat, hat, and cane in the entrance hall, which soared up three stories and ended in a domed stained-glass ceiling.

      “Good afternoon, Your Grace. Your mother and sisters are in the drawing room preparing for callers.”

      “Then I should escape,” he said, trying to get a smile out of the old man.

      But Seabrook had been with the family for three generations now, and any humor must have long ago been extinguished.

      Adam sighed. “Then I shall be the good son and brother and greet them.”

      The drawing room had frescoes on the ceiling and several fireplaces along the length, with groups of sofas and chairs scattered about. It was easy to pause on the threshold and not be seen, since he wasn’t formally introduced.

      His mother was still a beautiful woman, with blond hair that had already been so light that the whiter strands of age simply blended in. She was vain enough that she now used makeup to enhance her features, but her maid was so skilled it was hard to discern. She had a generous mouth made for smiling, and Adam’s blue eyes, more beguiling and innocent on her. Not that she was all that innocent anymore, but she played it well. Men still regularly proposed to her, but as a duchess, she reigned supreme. He knew she’d never marry again, though he thought she might dally on the side.

      His sister Sophia was the attentive daughter because she knew it was her duty, rather than experiencing a deep connection with their mother. Sophia was blond as well, a shade of honey, her eyes their father’s green, her figure displaying the voluptuous curves she’d inherited from their mother. But her disposition was all her own: sweet-natured and kind, bright with opinions, and always generous with her thoughts. Sophia had written to him faithfully in India, letters he read over and over again in soggy tents while his candle sputtered. Once he’d inherited the dukedom, other women of his acquaintance began to write, but he valued them little compared to his deep tenderness for his sister. Even their older brothers could not fault her, and had let her be during her childhood. She’d been no threat to them, and there was plenty of money for her dowry. Of course, her beauty and disposition would bring the right sort of man to the marriage. Now that Adam was in charge, he would make sure she married the man she wanted, not the one who best suited the family.

      “Ah, Rothford, you have returned in time to greet your legion of female admirers!”

      Adam turned to the writing table, his aunt Theodosia’s favorite place in the drawing room, where she kept up the connections that spanned the Continent. She was his father’s only sister, long a childless widow, free to live her life as she pleased. She answered to no one’s authority but her own, and her eccentricities were legendary, from gardening at night to protect her skin (even though the poor servants had to man the lamps to light her way) to cold baths in country streams to invigorate her heart. When their servants at their country seat heard that she was coming, none of them set foot in the woods for fear of encountering the naked elderly lady.

      His mother had been a distant, beautiful woman he’d only seen after dinner each night of his childhood, but his aunt had been the one to see to his education, to scold his mistakes, to laugh at his foolishness, to be wounded by his thoughtlessness as a young man. And if she knew what his mistakes had cost in India, he might never receive her good humor again.

      “Aunt Theodosia,” he said, “you know my female admirers do themselves no favors by pretending to call upon my sister and mother only.”

      “Some girls are foolish in their youth,” she insisted, her turban a crown upon her head, her necklaces stacked upon each other so much that only perfect posture could keep her from slumping forward. “You cannot hold that against them.”

      “And some men are foolish as well.”

      That subtly bitter voice could only be his sister-in-law, Marian, Marchioness of Tunbridge, his eldest brother’s widow, who’d been betrothed to the heir in childhood and had reigned in her mind as a future duchess. But his brother Cecil had died an hour before their father, never having inherited the title. Adam would pity her crushing disappointment if she weren’t so effortlessly disagreeable. Marian was too thin, as if she starved her life away for an enviable waist. Her dark hairstyles, elaborate as cake decorations, sometimes left the maids in tears. But Marian did her best to seem regal and stoic, the tragic heroine of a novel.

      He glanced at her, his mouth curved with amusement. “Do not paint all men with the same brush, dear sister. And I will do the same for your fair sex.”

      “Oh, I do agree that there are foolish women, Adam. Look how many pretend to call upon you?” she said in an overly sweet tone.

      She’d never once called him by his title, and he knew it was deliberate. It didn’t bother him, which secretly bothered her.

      And suddenly it seemed very petty and pointless, especially when he thought about Miss Cooper, who worked to earn her keep. But not much longer, if he could help it.

      Sophia approached him, took his arm, and led him toward the window. “You’re frowning, Adam. What’s wrong? I don’t think I ever saw you frown when you were younger.”

      He patted her hand on his arm. “A title and its responsibilities will do that to a man.”

      “War will, too,” she said softly, studying him with true concern. “You don’t talk about it much. Nor did you write about it. From your letters, I would have thought you were marching through jungles to sketch the scenery.”

      He smiled. “It is in my past, not something I want to dwell on. And I certainly don’t want my lovely sister knowing of the dark side of life.”

      “I’m not that sheltered,” she insisted. “Aunt Theodosia takes me with her to her charities, and it’s not all about sipping tea and discussing what balls to host. I’ve been to the East End. I’ve held babies as their mothers died. I’ve⁠—”

      He frowned down at her. “Where have you been, Sophia? If Aunt Theodosia thinks this is proper for a young lady⁠—”

      “Adam, helping people is important to me. Having the funds to do so only makes it imperative. I just want you to understand that you cannot always protect me, just as I can’t always protect you. Although I wish I could have…” She trailed off, still gazing at him as if she could read into his soul.

      He briefly glanced out the window at the carriages passing by. His little sister wanted to protect him. The sweetness of it tightened his gut. He remembered being twenty to her ten years and leaving the room instead of punching his elder brother, only to find out later she’d been eavesdropping and rushed in to kick Cecil hard in the shin. Cecil turned her over his knee for that, and she hadn’t made a sound—or so his other brother Godfrey had told him, enjoying Adam’s fury that their little sister had been the subject of their punishment of him.

      “We want to protect the world, Sophia,” he said quietly. “Sometimes all we can do is one little piece of good.” He thought again of Miss Cooper, and knew that Sophia would understand his focus, his need to make amends for all he’d cost this one lonely woman.

      “Lord Shenstone left his card for you, Adam,” Marian called as if she’d just remembered. “You and he used to make quite the fools of yourself. He says you have avoided his invitations. But we all know it’s only a matter of time before you enjoy the pleasures of London again,” she added lightly, perhaps slyly.

      Adam thought of Shenstone, the scrapes they’d gotten into, the women they’d corrupted, the gaming hells where all of it had taken place. He didn’t want to go back to those places, but in some ways those were the innocent, exciting times of his life. Now he dutifully escorted his aunt and mother to balls and musicales, where even touching a woman’s bare hand was practically a proposal of marriage. Once he’d been ignored as a younger son; now he was the focus of the marriage-minded mamas and their eager daughters, even as others whispered behind his back. It almost made him long for the old days of excitement and temptation.

      But he wasn’t going to be that man again. The army had taught him honor—or at least he thought it had, until his terrible mistake. But he didn’t just have Society to focus on. He’d taken his place in the House of Lords, and soon he’d convince them all that he had knowledge of the world, that his experiences would be useful. He’d find something meaningful to do with his life, to fill the void of something…missing.

      “How concerned you are about others, Marian,” Aunt Theodosia said, not looking up from the letter she wrote in her slow, laborious hand. “Do you have so little to focus on that you can call your own? Perhaps your daughter would like more of your time.”

      “You know she’s in the schoolroom yet,” Marian said. “She and I walk the park when her governess has her afternoon off. We have lovely discussions about her future.”

      “Or rigid outlines of rules,” Sophia murmured for Adam’s ears alone.

      And that made Adam melancholy. He didn’t want his niece raised to emulate her mother, who was fixated on her own life and still full of self-pity. She was out of mourning, yes, but she was looking backward, and that couldn’t be good for her daughter.

      Then with a sigh, Sophia rested her head against his shoulder. “I hear others talking about you.”

      “Still eavesdropping?” he teased.

      “How can it be eavesdropping when they’re speaking in normal tones? But I am not the only one who noticed the change in my big brother when he returned home from India. They keep asking when the real Adam will return.”

      “Never,” he said simply.

      “I don’t know about that. I’m not sure you’ve quite found the real Adam.”

      He frowned and would have questioned her, but the first callers were introduced by the butler, and he had to don the face of the duke. His mother brought him forward, full of pride and delight, as if he could do no wrong.

      She didn’t want to hear the wrong he’d done—had never wanted to hear it, even in the old days. Then, she’d called him high spirited. What would she have said about his thoughtless confidence in India, where men had died because he was convinced he was right?
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      Two days later, Adam was strolling Bond Street, waiting for his sister to emerge from the dressmaker’s shop, when he saw the familiar bonnet of Miss Faith Cooper. He found his boredom gone, his mind alert for how he could approach her. He watched her enter a bookshop, and while he knew she didn’t wish to be accosted by him again, he was convinced she was wrong to decline his help. It was up to him to change her mind.

      She emerged onto the street again at the side of a delicate young lady, who immediately loaded a package wrapped in string into Miss Cooper’s waiting arms, even though several packages already dangled there.

      As if Miss Cooper was a servant, rather than a companion. He felt affronted on her behalf, guilty that her predicament was partly his fault, then filled with renewed determination to make things better for her. His own sister would never treat a companion that way⁠—

      And that was the perfect solution, he realized. Miss Cooper would not accept money or an open-ended offer of help, but perhaps she would accept a new position, a gentle one where she would enjoy his sister’s companionship—and he could make sure Miss Cooper wasn’t worked too hard.

      He watched as she deposited the parcels in a carriage with the help of the coachman, then rushed to catch up to her young charge, who was entering a milliner’s shop.

      Adam made sure he was right in Miss Cooper’s line of sight before she entered. He rested his shoulder against the brick wall, arms crossed over his chest, and grinned. She pulled up short upon seeing him, eyes wide and distressed, and he tipped his hat to her.

      Pressing her lips together, she focused on the doorway as if she meant to go through, then whirled toward him. She passed by without speaking, stopped near the street as if looking for someone, and spoke quietly over her shoulder.

      “What are you doing here, Your Grace, following me?”

      When he straightened, she immediately said, “Do not dare to act as if we’re speaking!”

      He went back to lounging against the wall. “Very well, but I do assure you, Miss Cooper, that I did not follow you. Your appearance was simply fortuitous.”

      He nodded at two women who strolled by and blushed upon seeing him.

      “If you’re not following me,” she continued softly, “then I suggest you turn around and leave.”

      “I cannot do that. We have unfinished business.”

      “We do not, sir. I want nothing to do with your halfhearted apologies and offers of assistance. As if I’d take money from you!” She inhaled a gasp and looked around as she realized her voice had risen.

      Adam understood her anger—hell, he was angry at himself. But he wouldn’t let that anger keep her from seeing what was best. “I promise I do not offer money, Miss Cooper, but a chance at a better life. I see how Miss Warburton treats you, like a lady’s maid.”

      She stiffened with each word, until he thought her shoulder blades would meet, her back was so straight.

      “My position is none of your business.”

      “Except that I can offer you better. Come work for me. My sister is in her first Season and often feels lonely away from our country seat.” That was an exaggeration—his sister made friends everywhere she went. “There are servants aplenty to deal with her clothing and her hair.”

      Miss Cooper blushed, proof that she’d been assigned such chores.

      “I’m sure you believe you know what’s best for your sister,” Miss Cooper said impassively, “just as you seem to believe the same about me. I assure you that you’re wrong. Good day, Your Grace.”

      She marched into the milliner’s shop without another glance at him, and he almost followed her inside before catching himself. Such an error in judgment would not win her over.

      “Adam?”

      Upon hearing the call from behind him, he realized he’d almost forgotten his sister.
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        * * *

      

      With a cloth wrapped about the handle, Faith guided the iron and pressed it against the skirt of Adelia’s gown. She sucked in a breath at the sudden sting as she burned herself. Carefully, she set the iron back near the hearth instead of throwing it, like she wanted to.

      She wouldn’t have burned herself if not for the duke and his proposal. Who’d have thought she’d find another position alluring and forbidden all at the same time?

      But all day long, as Adelia prepared for a dinner party and had Faith changing her gown and gloves and slippers over and over again, Faith had thought of nothing other than the duke’s offer.

      She imagined he would pay her more, too, and his guilt would keep him from overworking her.

      She sucked on her burned finger and silently berated herself. She could not allow herself to be dependent on one man again. Oh, Lord Warburton was certainly her employer, but it wasn’t the same thing as having a young, handsome bachelor take control of her life.

      Handsome? Where had that come from? What did his looks matter, compared to what his behavior had wrought in her life? And now he was trying to make it worse.

      But he thought he was trying to make it better.

      That night, Faith almost begged leave to stay home, but for some reason Adelia seemed to need her nearby early in the Season, and Faith could not resist being needed. Young women at this stage of their lives could be so fragile. Occasionally, a title name slipped Adelia’s tongue, or she couldn’t remember who was related to whom and needed Faith’s growing expertise. Adelia was the little jewel of her very plain family, the one upon whom all expectations of family prominence rested. For that, Faith pitied the poor girl and thought she could make things better.

      Sometimes Faith found her own in-between status awkward, but she was learning to deal with it. If she were a lady’s maid, she’d have eaten with the servants, but as a companion, she sat with the guests, where occasionally, no one spoke to her. She didn’t mind; the food was usually delicious and listening in on conversations was the perfect way to learn more about Society. She planned to become the most sought-after chaperone.

      But that night would be different, because while she was seated with an elderly lady in the corner of the Randolphs’ small drawing room discussing needlework, the Duke of Rothford was introduced. The whispers buzzed outward from him like the rays of the sun. Charlotte, standing with her charge, shot Faith a wide-eyed look.

      “I did not think I could be surprised anymore,” Miss Bury mused upon seeing the duke. “But then again, I did not think this party could be anything but dull.”

      She tittered and elbowed Faith, who forced a pained smile to her lips.

      “He’s trying too hard to be good,” the old woman continued in a loud whisper that could surely be heard by the next couple. “It won’t last long—it never does with young bucks. Perhaps he’s just trying to get himself a wife.”

      Or perhaps he’s trying to prove something to himself, Faith thought. Was Miss Bury right? Was it only a matter of time before something bad happened? If she went to work for him, she’d be caught right in the middle.

      Three women entered with him, two blondes and a brunette. As if Miss Bury read Faith’s thoughts, she said, “Those women are his mother, sister, and sister by marriage.”

      “Oh,” Faith murmured, eyes widening.

      The youngest woman must surely be his sister, and Faith watched as she was surrounded by other young ladies and led away, laughing.
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