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WHAT’S AN EXCEEDINGLY PROPER DUKE TO DO WHEN HE FINDS HIMSELF EMBROILED IN A SCANDAL OF HIS OWN MAKING?
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Victoria Foster needs a husband. Orphaned, nearly penniless, saddled with an indifferent guardian plus a cousin intent on sabotaging her matrimonial hopes, she cannot afford to be a wallflower. Unfortunately for her, the only man in her path is a stuffy, well-above-her-touch duke. But with every fateful encounter, she glimpses more and more of the lonely, kindred soul behind the duke’s decorous demeanor.

Charles Danforth, Duke of Taviston, is seeking a wife. Nothing if not methodical, he determines a set of qualities his future bride must possess—neither love nor passion makes the list. Above all, she must be free of scandal so as not to tarnish the family legacy. Soon enough though, Taviston’s well-ordered life, impeccable social standing, and not-so-impenetrable heart are in jeopardy.
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To my own Victoria: strong, brave, and true

DANFORTH FAMILY

1812

WILLIAM Danforth, 6th Duke of Taviston (1750-1803) m. 1781 Lady CATHERINE Peyton (1758- )


	Lady HARRIET Danforth (1782- ) m. 1805 EDWARD Rutledge, 4th Viscount Dunstan (1778- ) 
	Hon. ELIZABETH Rutledge (1807- )

	Hon. CATHERINE Rutledge (1809- )

	Hon. LUCINDA Rutledge (1812- )





	
CHARLES Danforth, 7th Duke of Taviston (1784- ) 

	Lord PEYTON Danforth (1785- ) 
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London, April 1812

Victoria Foster eyed herself in the cracked mirror one last time. The dress she wore was not only too long for her short stature but also too big in the bodice. Not to mention, of such an ugly shade of green it made her eyes hurt. The scullery maid, Molly—no lady’s maid for the likes of her—had pinned the dress in so many places Victoria was afraid to move.

“Tell her I’ll not wait a minute longer!” Her cousin’s screech scrabbled down the corridor.

But move she must, or Louisa would leave for the soiree without her. Victoria could not afford to miss any social engagements, horrible gown or not. Molly gave her an encouraging smile and, ever so gingerly, Victoria made her way down the staircase of her cousin’s townhouse.

Louisa stood near the front door, her head tilted to catch something the butler, Morgan, had said. His words, whatever they might be, inspired a saucy grin on Louisa’s face. 

Victoria was struck again by how young her cousin’s butler was. His muddy brown hair held not a trace of grey and Victoria had determined he was probably around thirty years of age. He certainly was an ambitious fellow to achieve the position of butler so early in his career.

Louisa’s grin vanished when she caught sight of Victoria. In its place was a nasty smirk. “Well, well, well. Don’t you look...atrocious.” Her cousin shook her head in disgust. “That color does not suit you at all.”

Victoria stilled her tongue. Louisa had chosen the gown for her. Louisa chose all of her gowns. None of them ever fit and all of them were as unfashionable as could be. There was nothing Victoria could do about it. She couldn’t wield a needle and thread to save her life and she certainly hadn’t the money to purchase her own gowns.

Swallowing her frustration, Victoria followed her cousin into the waiting carriage. Louisa’s husband, Mr. Barrett Browne, was Victoria’s guardian. The man rarely paid her any mind, especially when she’d been installed at his manor in Lincolnshire. Recently, after her twenty-fourth birthday, he’d decided his ward should have a Season in order to land a husband and remove herself from his expense sheet. Louisa had not embraced this plan with enthusiasm. She spent as little coin as possible on Victoria’s wardrobe and only reluctantly let Victoria attend various social gatherings with her.

Victoria was not certain why Louisa didn’t try harder to get her married off. She’d be out of her cousin’s hair once and for all, wouldn’t she? But then, who would Louisa order around? Upon whom could she pile insult after insult?

The obvious and unfortunate answer was the household servants. However, Louisa treated them with more respect and dignity than she did Victoria. 

Louisa, sitting on the opposite seat of the carriage, looked down her nose. “Do not embarrass me.”

Victoria stared at her cousin. “When do I ever embarrass you?”

“Every time you step out of the house. I have no idea why you couldn’t just be left behind at Rippingale, as usual.”

“If I marry, I’ll be out of your life permanently.” 

“It’s not worth the expense. Or my time.”

Victoria nearly deflated at that. It was one thing to know a truth. It was another to hear it given life. Many times over. Her father, God rest his soul, had not been a perfect parent, but he had loved her fiercely and vocally. She tried to keep his voice—and his love—alive in her head and her heart. He had always valued her as a person and she had decided, after his death, that she would be his legacy. No matter what, she would always fight for herself. For her dignity, for her right to speak up, for her right to be seen.

Louisa’s lips widened in a sugary, false smile. “Mr. Browne will see soon enough that wasting money on a Season for you is ridiculous. You’re unlikely to attract anyone’s attention. Plain of face, short as a child, dressed as if you are one pretending to be an adult. Enjoy this rout as it may be your last, if I have my druthers.”

Louisa’s smug chuckle filled the carriage. Victoria closed her eyes. It was all well and good to insist upon her worth, but it didn’t do much good when Louisa turned a deaf ear. She prayed for mercy. Or, at the least, a decent man willing to marry her.

The coachman drew the vehicle to an abrupt halt. The door swung open, and a footman pulled down the steps. Louisa swanned out of the carriage without looking back. Victoria followed gingerly, mindful of the dozens of pins keeping her respectable. Once inside the house—a baron’s if she recalled—they made it through the receiving line without incident. At the entry to the drawing room, Louisa put a hand around Victoria’s upper arm, holding her back. 

“Yes, dear cousin?” Victoria asked, trying to keep up pretenses.

“Remember your place. Do not reflect badly on me.”

If that were truly her cousin’s concern, she wouldn’t allow Victoria to be dressed as she was. Victoria turned away, effectively releasing Louisa’s hold, and ventured into the crowd.

This wasn’t a ball, only a crushing rout and Victoria needed to find a target and put her best foot forward. At just a couple of inches over five feet, there was no point in trying to survey the room. She must dive in. Despite her urgency, she moved sedately due to the precarious state of her bodice and the long hem of the gown, which threatened to trip her up at any moment. It took her ten precious minutes but at last she spotted a gentleman known to her.

Mr. William Beckersley. Age forty-two. Never married, thank the Lord. In possession of a moderate income, a home of his own in Jermyn Street, and a promising career in the House of Commons. Such a man must be in need of a wife. And lo, here was Victoria, in need of an escape...er, husband.

She hovered nearby while he spoke with another gentleman, a colleague perhaps from the direction of the conversation. Mr. Beckersley was of above average height by an inch or two, possessed a full head of light brown hair, and only a slight bulge of belly pushed his grey waistcoat out. Louisa had been forced to introduce Victoria to him a week ago, when he had come to call on Mr. Browne and she, Louisa, had not been quick enough in ushering (shoving) Victoria upstairs and out of sight. Tonight, that fortuitous introduction would serve her well.

“You’ll speak to Taviston then? I feel the duke can be a great help,” Mr. Beckersley said to his colleague, who nodded.

As soon as the other gentleman turned away, Victoria slipped into the spot he’d held and flashed a smile at Mr. Beckersley. “Why, good evening, sir! How do you do?”

The MP recovered his surprise quickly and smiled graciously. “I am well, Miss...”

“Foster, Victoria Foster. Cousin to Mr. Barrett Browne, if you will recall.” Inside, she cringed at the awkwardness of the meeting, but Victoria could no longer worry about such trivialities. She needed to marry. Beckersley needed a wife. He’d mentioned as much to Louisa last week.

“Ah yes, of course. Forgive my faulty memory.”

His politeness struck her, if only for the contrast to the way Louisa treated her. That boded well. “I wondered if I might speak with you about your search for a wife.”

“My...” His brow furrowed. “I’m sure I do not know—”

Victoria stepped nearer. “Please forgive my forwardness, sir. I heard you speaking with Mrs. Browne about your desire to wed. I simply wanted to campaign for the position.” Perhaps he would find the political vocabulary endearing?

“Miss Foster, this is quite unorthodox.”

She shook her head, agreeing. “And yet, I do not think I will disappoint, Mr. Beckersley. I am young, eager to wed, and well-educated in the art of running a household.” Only two of those things were true. She could learn all she needed to know about household management once she was securely married.

His jaw had gone slack. Then his gaze skittered around the room. She was losing him. “All I ask, sir, is that you consider me. I’m certain we would suit.” She would make sure of it.

“Mr. B! How are you this fine evening?” Louisa blew into their sphere, eyes bright and voice loud. 

Beckersley once again smiled with grace and bowed. “Good evening, Mrs. Browne.”

Louisa tipped her head nearer to him and lowered her voice. “I am so sorry.”

His eyebrows rose. “Ma’am?”

With the slightest gesture, she indicated Victoria. “I’ve asked Mr. Browne to let me leave her home. For her own good, of course. One day some unscrupulous gentleman will take her up on her salacious propositions.” Louisa draped a hand on her throat. “She has no idea what she’s saying, poor dear. Certainly you, though, are wise enough to realize how her words could trap you. I can sense...”

Victoria had heard enough. It was clear from the aghast look on Mr. Beckersley’s face that Louisa had ruined any chance she’d have with him. She turned abruptly, once again looking to escape.

Rrrrippp.

The sickening sound seemed to echo all around Victoria. She stumbled but was able to look down just in time to see Louisa lift her heeled shoe off the hem of Victoria’s dress.

“Oh, do be careful, cousin,” Louisa said, her voice dripping with faux concern.

Victoria gathered up the torn skirt of the horrid green gown and careened toward the nearest exit. Unmindful of everyone and everything, she collided with and then bounced off the back of a dark grey superfine coat. She mumbled an apology to the right shoulder as someone else distracted the occupant of the coat with a greeting. “Ah, Taviston. How do you do this evening, Your Grace?”

With renewed urgency, she steered herself toward the ladies’ withdrawing room.  Once inside that sanctuary, she collapsed in a heap on one of the chairs. She would not cry. She never did, no matter what Louisa threw at her. This was the first time her cousin had ever intimated she was a strumpet, however.

Still, she would not cry.

“Miss, does your gown need repairing?” The maid stationed within the room spoke up. “I’m fair handy with a needle.”

Victoria sighed and managed a genuine smile at the kind offer. “Thank you, yes, my skirt has ripped.”

The young maid indicated she should stand, so she rose. Digging in her basket, the girl withdrew a needle and thread. She sat back on her heels, eyeing the gown. “Well, no wonder it’s torn. It’s much too long. I can fix that in a trifle.”

And she did. In a matter of fifteen minutes, the gown was appropriately hemmed, and Victoria could walk freely.

“Thank you so much, Lizzy. You’ve saved me from further embarrassment.” As long as Louisa stayed away from her. 

Victoria slipped her hand into the dangling inside pocket of her dress and withdrew a coin. It wasn’t much, but Lizzy deserved it. The girl bobbed a curtsy as Victoria headed once more into milieu.

She stood on the edge of the room, trying to plan her next move. She’d have a much better chance of landing a husband if Louisa weren’t present.  However, she must play with the hand she’d been dealt.

“Miss Foster, is it?”

Startled, Victoria looked up to see a youngish man, blond hair swept forward a la Byron, grinning down at her. She did not know him.

“I am, and who might you be?” A prince from a far-off land? A suitor who had fallen in love with her from across the room? Wishful thinking.

“Henry Woodard, at your service.”

He swept her an elegant bow that was not at all appropriate for her lowly station. Victoria’s neck tingled in apprehension, but she curtsied anyway.

Mr. Woodard stepped closer and lowered his voice. “I hear you are looking for a man.”

“I beg your pardon?” She kept her voice neutral, unwilling to scare off this random man without knowing what he wanted. These were desperate times indeed.

“Rumor going around the card room,” he said with a roguish smile. “In need of a husband, are you?”

She was, but his tone indicated they each understood “need” to mean different things. He dipped his head low and she caught a whiff of alcohol-laced punch.

“I don’t particularly care whose bastard you’ve got hiding in there—” he gestured toward her abdomen “—as long as you’ve got a large dowry sitting in the bank.”

She would not dignify that with a response. Victoria slithered along the wall until she could escape—yet again—into the crowd. This time, thank to Lizzy, she could move quickly and so disappeared before the odious Mr. Woodward could even stand up straight. Eventually, she wound up in a corner of the room where a number of chairs were set in rows. Most of them were occupied by older women who probably tired easily. Victoria had never been more grateful for a gift. She lowered herself into a seat between two of them, secure in the knowledge that no more rogues would approach her with outrageous propositions. She could only imagine what Louisa’s response would be if she heard these rumors. She spent the rest of the evening observing the interactions of those around her and regretting her lack of a dowry.

Well, it wasn’t so much that she didn’t have a dowry. It was that the sum was a paltry one hundred pounds. She’d secretly hoped Mr. Browne would add to that total, in order to expedite a marriage proposal. But alas, so far, he had not.

When Louisa finally came to collect her after midnight, Victoria said goodbye to her new friend, Lady Smitherton, who had sat to her right. Once in the carriage, to her utter relief, Louisa tipped her head back against the cushion and closed her eyes. Not a word was said about rumors.

Thank goodness for small favors.
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Chapter Two
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“Miss! Miss! See here, whatever are you doing out alone at this time of night?”

Lost in the recollection of her observations at the rout, Victoria slowly turned her gaze to the man whose voice had shattered her tranquility. The fresh night air was just what she needed to plan out her sketches. Apparently, someone thought otherwise. The man’s long stride ate up the pavement of Grosvenor Square as he approached her, greatcoat flying behind him as if he were a bat on the attack. He drew to a halt directly in front of her. Her pet, Arthur, abandoned the worm he’d been inspecting and ambled over to sniff the intruder’s boots.

The man’s harangue grew harsher. “Why are you out so late? Do you know what time it is? You—” 

“Approximately a quarter past two.”

At her interruption, his jaw slackened, leaving his mouth hanging open in astonishment. The lapse was momentary as he firmed his jaw and continued his tirade. “Have you any idea how dangerous it is to be abroad so late? There are all manner of scoundrels and footpads running about.” He glanced down. “You are walking your dog?”

His deep voice might be a marvel for the ears but the condescension coating his tongue ruined the effect.

“Meow,” Arthur chimed in.

“That’s a cat?”

Victoria had been looking down at Arthur and now her gaze rose up, way up, to the stranger’s face. He looked puzzled and suspicious all at the same time. But oh my, what a spectacular face. His hat concealed the color of his hair and the meager ethereal glow of light from the gas lamp prevented her from discerning the color of his eyes, but the set of his features were worthy of notice nonetheless. Definitely worthy of sketching. His jaw, which had been much in motion ever since his approach, was clearly defined, his nose aristocratically straight and, despite his grim expression, his lips looked warm and sensual.

She had been silent for too long, allowing Arthur to fill the void. “Well, he’s either a cat or I have very cleverly trained my dog to meow.”

The man’s eyes narrowed as her sarcasm assaulted him. “Which further begs the unnatural question, what on earth are you doing out here alone, walking your cat, of all things?”

Handsome face or not, Victoria didn’t like his imperious tone, as if he had any right to question her, a perfect stranger. She’d had enough of strange men approaching her this evening, thank you very much. However, she did not wish to argue with an undoubtedly inebriated man in the middle of Grosvenor Square. 

She counted to five before she spoke, drawing in a deep breath, then gesturing behind her. “As you can see, if you look, I am accompanied by a footman. If you weren’t dressed like a gentleman and if you were trying to physically accost me, I am confident Timothy would have already interceded on my behalf.” Victoria turned and nodded smartly behind her. “Wave to the impertinent gentleman, Timothy!”

The Brownes’ footman raised a hand.

Very well, if she was truly trying not to incite an argument this probably wasn’t the way to go about it. But truth be told, Victoria wasn’t used to having her actions questioned, at least not by any man. Louisa might order her about endlessly, but generally the rest of the population of the earth, or at least greater London, ignored her as if she didn’t exist. 

Risking a look up at his face, she was disheartened to see he had set his jaw again and whatever color his eyes usually were, they were now very, very dark. She intended to count to ten this time, but as he opened his mouth to speak, she intuitively decided it might be wisest to speak first. Lord knows what kind of proposition she might receive this time.

“Arthur and I always take a walk in the evening. If he doesn’t have his daily constitutional, he’s wont to howl for the better part of the night, upsetting the rest of the household. If I have no engagement then we usually walk about midnight, but since my presence was required at the Wallingfords’ rout this evening, we are later than usual.”

Victoria wasn’t sure why she explained herself to this brazen stranger, but she did feel a trifle sorry for her earlier acerbic tone. Relief filled her as his features relaxed slightly. He certainly had a formidable appearance when he was irked but she definitely preferred the more natural set of his face. 

Oh, for heaven’s sake, what was she thinking? Surely he thought her as jingle-brained as Louisa tried to make her out to be.

“His name is Arthur?” The stranger lowered himself to his haunches and proceeded to pet her cat. Within seconds a loud purr could be heard.

“Oh, yes, it is,” she confirmed, confounded by the man’s suddenly amiable mood. “He seems to have forgiven you for mistaking him for a canine.”

“Yes, a little chin scratching and all is forgotten. I pray you will forgive me as well for my rude behavior?” He continued to stroke Arthur and the movement of his long fingers captivated Victoria.

“I’m sure a chin-scratching would be delightful, but it isn’t necessary to obtain my forgiveness.”

Drat. That certainly made her sound vacant in the upper storey.

He rose to his full height and towered over her. Victoria refused to look up at him, but then thought she heard a soft chuckle. Surely not.

“Meow.” 

Thank God for Arthur. What could be more ridiculous than mooning over a stranger in Grosvenor Square at half past two in the morning?

“We should be heading home. I do thank you for your concern.” She really wasn’t so thankful for his interference, but it was time to put a polite face on and make her escape.

“Where do you live?” He wasn’t finished interfering.

“Somerset Street.” She braced herself for what she instinctively knew would come next.

“You have no concern for your safety, do you? That’s almost half a mile from here.” The stern lines returned to his face and once again irritation rose within Victoria.

“We enjoy the exercise. I assure you; I am quite safe. If it will ease your mind I will have Timothy follow at a closer distance, but I truly must be going.”

She turned back the way she had come and gave a tug on Arthur’s lead, eager to return to her peaceful walk. Eager to be away from yet another exasperating man.

Within seconds he was by her side, matching his stride to hers. “I live on the east side of the square. I’ll accompany you that far and then I’ll entrust your safety to your footman. It would be wise to have him follow more closely,” he advised, as if she had not just proposed the same idea.

Her brain froze, as did her feet. If he lived in Grosvenor Square, then he had to be someone very important. Oh no.

“Who are you?” She realized her rudeness and fumbled for civility. “I mean, I beg your pardon...”

“I am Taviston.” He gave a quick bow.

Taviston, Taviston. While the name sounded vaguely familiar, she didn’t usually travel in grand circles, so it told her nothing except that he obviously held a title. Victoria tried to mask the mortification sweeping over her. He was a peer. And yet he had accosted her and been rude to begin with. Her annoyance began to return full force and the mortification died a quick death.

“And to whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” he inquired.

She weighed her options. She could run and he would never know who she was. She could lie and give him a false name. Or she could throw caution to the wind and tell the truth.

She shrugged her shoulders, sank into a deep curtsy worthy of the king and said, “You have the pleasure of Miss Victoria Foster.” Turning, she continued walking east.

––––––––
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CHARLES DANFORTH, SEVENTH Duke of Taviston, once again took up walking beside the foolish woman. Her behavior astounded. Even worse, he couldn’t begin to explain his own. Whatever had possessed him to waylay her in the first place? He had scolded her, a stranger, as if she were a wayward child.

Victoria Foster. He’d never heard the name before, nor did he ever recall seeing her. Though truthfully, she wasn’t all that memorable. Light brown wisps of hair had escaped a tightly wound bun, but in the gloomy darkness the indeterminate color of her eyes added nothing to her plain-looking face. She was, however, the smallest female he had seen in a long time. The top of her head fell far short of his shoulder. A heavy cloak disguised her figure but because she lacked a bonnet, he noticed her petite facial features. In fact, it was a wonder she could even hear out of ears so small.

Good God, he was contemplating her ears. He glanced beside him, caught sight of said ear and quickly looked ahead. They had been walking in silence, with the ridiculous cat out in front and Timothy the footman behind, fast approaching his home. The oddest desire to walk her all the way to her home crept up on him, but he knew without deliberating the idea overlong that it wouldn’t set well with the independent young lady. Besides, he had wasted enough time being foolish. 

Ignoring the pleasing waft of lavender that rose from the small woman beside him, he said, “This is it.” He halted in front of the steps leading to his door and she did the same. “It has been a most unusual evening, Miss Foster. I do hope you arrive home safely.” He leaned down and gave the silky, dark-furred cat one last stroke. “Good night, sir.”

Without another glance he climbed the steps.
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Chapter Three
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Well. She had been summarily dismissed. Someone, presumably the butler or perhaps a footman, opened the door from the inside. Lord Taviston, surely London’s most high-handed peer, sailed through the opening and disappeared from her sight.

“Meow.”

“Really, Arthur, you need to develop better taste in friends. He certainly won’t do.”

Victoria continued on a few more feet, but Arthur continued to meow and pull on his lead. She glanced back at Taviston’s door and noted it was closed.

“Very well, you may come off your lead. But stay with me and behave yourself.”

Arthur gave no reply to this but sat down and waited patiently while she unhooked the lead. She had just started walking again when she heard the unmistakable groan of a door opening. Victoria gasped and lunged for Arthur, but he was already away, streaking towards the open door of the Taviston home. A footman stuck his head out the door and peered in the opposite direction. Victoria flattened herself against the cool limestone, hoping the shadows provided adequate cover. Timothy followed her lead. The Taviston footman swiveled his head and glanced their way briefly, but his gaze didn’t linger. As the fellow ducked back inside, Arthur shot into the house. The servant, unaware of the invader, shut the door quietly and Victoria heard the lock slide home. She stared in horror at Timothy, who lagged too far behind to even attempt to catch Arthur.

“What should we do, miss?” he asked in a whisper.

Victoria stared up at the door but knew there was no hope for it. Arthur could be anywhere in that expansive house by now. He had never met a door he didn’t want to go through.

Resignedly she said, “I will come back for him in the morning. I hope the wretch is happy.” Did she mean Arthur or Taviston? “Let’s go home, Timothy.”

––––––––
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A SCANT FOUR HOURS later, at half past seven in the morning, Victoria trudged up Duke Street, heading once again for Grosvenor Square. Not accustomed to rising quite so early after such a late night, she lumbered along.

The better part of her time in bed had been spent thinking of a certain bothersome man, rather than sleeping, which only made him even more irritating. Then, just thirty minutes ago her thoughts had shifted to Arthur. What if someone discovered him and put him out? He could be wandering aimlessly around London right now.

She could not lose Arthur, the one bright spot in her life. After dressing quickly, she had used five precious minutes to search out Louisa’s copy of Debrett’s Peerage. Panic set her heart racing when she discovered that Taviston was a dukedom—an old and distinguished one.

Arthur needed rescuing. Mischievous devil that he was, the tomcat wouldn’t hesitate to wreck chaos wherever he went. The last thing Victoria, a penniless orphan of very little consequence, needed was to attract the negative attention of a powerful duke. Such an indignity would not help land her a husband.

Carrying a large, covered basket with Arthur’s lead inside, she ascended the steps of Taviston House and quietly knocked on the door, hoping not to have to use the gleaming brass doorknocker.

A stately-looking man with a rim of white hair circling his head opened the door. He asked suspiciously, “How may I help you?” 

“I’m terribly sorry to disturb you. I am Miss Victoria Foster of Somerset Street and last night I lost my cat, Arthur. Well, I didn’t lose him; he managed to disappear inside this house.” Her words tumbled one after the other. “You see, the door opened, and he loves open doors and so he bolted inside before I could stop him. I didn’t want to disturb the household last night, but I hoped perhaps someone had found him this morning?”

She tried not to appear desperate, though she certainly was. Almost any butler in London would think her daft and turn her away as quickly as possible.

“Are you certain your cat is in this house?” The duke’s butler looked much as his employer had last evening, puzzled and yet suspicious.

“Yes. It most definitely was this house he ran into.”

His mouth thinned as if he were ready to refuse her, but then his fluffy white eyebrows rose like snow-covered peaks over his widened blue eyes. He glanced over her person once and then with a sigh stepped back and opened the door wider. Victoria hid her surprise and darted inside. The first part of her mission was successful.

She resisted the urge to look around at the sumptuous surroundings and instead gave her most pleasant smile to the butler. “I do beg your pardon...?”

With a quick bow he said, “Halston, miss.”

“Truly, Mr. Halston, I am sorry to bother you. I was walking Arthur last night and someone opened your front door, and he ran right inside. I was mortified but decided it would be much better to return this morning to inquire after him. I’m certain he hasn’t caused any trouble; he’s only curious.” 

She hoped she would be forgiven for the lie. Arthur was nothing but trouble. But also quite cuddly and she needed him.

Halston stood before her with his hands clasped behind his back. Amazingly, sympathy etched his face. “None of the staff have reported finding a cat. How do you propose we find him? I will assist you in any way I can, but please be aware the family are still abed.”

Keeping her voice as low as possible, she replied, “I understand. That is why I arrived so early. I don’t wish to disturb them with this ridiculous matter at all. If it’s not too much trouble, could you ask the staff if they’ve seen Arthur?” As one of Halston’s bushy eyebrows rose, she clarified, “My cat.”

“Yes, of course, miss. Might I show you to the morning room to wait?”

“Oh, no thank you.” Above all, she needed to remain close to the door for a quick escape. She could not be seen by the duke or any of his family. If Louisa ever found out about this... “I’ll wait here.”

Halston nodded and disappeared down the hallway.

Victoria now took in her surroundings. The ceiling soared two stories high, an extravagance here in Town. The staircase to the first floor hugged the wall to the right and curved in front of her, leaving the corridors of that next floor open to her view. Beneath her feet, the entry’s marbled floor gave way to a rich meadow green carpet that climbed up the white staircase. Bright yellow and white flowers decorated the console table to her right. The wealth on display here was intimidating, to say the least.

She had noted in her quick scan of Debrett’s that the duke had not yet married. She wasn’t surprised. He was handsome enough, but his manner left much to be desired. However, Halston had mentioned “the family,” so clearly someone else lived here with the duke.

Victoria shifted her feet, impatient for Halston to return. Every minute she spent here could spell disaster.

“Arthur, come, you silly beast,” she whispered in desperation. “Let us not wake the slumbering bear... er, duke.”

A loud roar, which sounded suspiciously like an irate man, punctuated her plea.

Blast it, Arthur.
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Chapter Four

[image: ]




Taviston hadn’t opened his eyes yet, but he knew two things were wrong: it was far too early to be awake, and he was having trouble breathing. His chest felt terribly heavy.

Popping an eyelid up, he found two intense greenish-yellow eyes staring back at him, not three inches from his face. 

He leapt off the bed, flinging the creature to his left and roared, “What the devil!”

The grey-furred animal landed on the far corner of the mattress, then jumped to the floor. As it walked around the end of the bed, Taviston recognized it as a cat. What kind of household was Halston running that a stray cat ended up in his master’s bed?

Grabbing his banyan, Taviston hastily donned it and threw open his bedchamber door.

“Halston!”

The cat brushed past his leg, strolled a few feet, and then was startled by something. It leapt straight in the air and then streaked down the corridor.

Hell and damnation. He couldn’t let it get lost in the house. It needed to go. He took off after the blasted creature, attempting to secure his banyan as he went. The feline turned the corner and raced down the stairs to the first floor. Taviston followed, trying not to break his neck going down.

Despite its girth, the cat was fast. It landed with a thud on the next floor and bolted pell-mell down the corridor. Taviston spared a breath to yell his butler’s name one more time and then sprinted after his quarry. The grey blur was heading down the next staircase toward the entry hall. He continued the chase, determined to capture the intruder.

He flew down the last turn of the stairs in time to see the cat jump into the arms of one Victoria Foster. Of course. The damned feline belonged to her.

What in God’s name were she and that ridiculous creature doing here?  Had Halston lost complete control of the household?

Taviston brought his hands to his hips, ready to demand answers from Miss Foster. Instantly a cool rush of air whispered past his nether regions. The lady’s eyes widened, and an odd yelp escaped her lips.

The cat meowed and startled her into action. She shoved the animal into the basket she carried and slammed the lid down on its head.  Turning, she yanked open the front door, flung the words “I’m terribly sorry” back at Taviston, and escaped before he could muster a word. 

Taviston cinched his banyan tightly around his waist and heaved a sigh.

Halston rounded the corner at that moment. As calmly as a monk, he asked, “Yes, Your Grace?”

Exhausted and resigned, Taviston checked the impulse to rage at his butler. He did, however, fix a glare on Halston. “I am returning to bed. I do not want to be disturbed for another three hours and I most certainly do not want to awaken to a large grey cat sitting on my chest. Do I make myself clear?”

Halston’s upper lip twitched for a brief moment, after which he replied with his usual efficiency, “Certainly, Your Grace. Rest well.”

Three hours later, at a much more civilized hour, Taviston ignored the food piled high on his plate and stared out the breakfast room window. The sun shone gaily upon the back garden, but he hardly noticed. The image of one petite and extremely trying female clouded his vision. 

She had been wearing a sprigged muslin morning gown with a light blue pelisse over it. The color had drawn his attention to her eyes, which were almost the exact same shade of blue, like an early morning sky. Her braided sandy locks had been wound around her head, revealing those charmingly small ears to advantage. 

After a while the lack of background noise in the room sank into his brain. The clink of silver on dishes, the movement of the footmen, the chatter of the others; it had all stopped. He pulled his gaze from the window and found the sapphire blue eyes of both his mother and his younger brother James staring at him. 

“What? Have I egg on my face?” 

Taviston hurriedly brought his napkin to his face while a small smile washed over his mother’s face. She glanced at James, seated across from her, and then resumed eating.

Tall and lanky, with black hair the same shade as his, James was a younger version of himself. Only the color of their eyes differed. All of twenty years old, he had returned from Oxford the previous year. He was a scholar, an intellectual who never strayed far from his books.

James used his fork to spear a slice of ham. “Am I mistaken or was there a loud commotion early this morning?”

Taviston turned his attention to his plate and muttered, “Commotion? I haven’t a clue.” He began eating as if starved.

“Are you certain you don’t know, Taviston?” He looked up to find himself pinned by his mother’s gaze. “I heard two of the maids whispering about a cat and ‘His Grace’ and I am certain I heard you yelling.”

“I am sure you are mistaken, Mother. They were probably talking about a rat and his face.”

“We have a problem with rats, do we?” she asked in sarcastic disbelief.

“Possibly,” he muttered. “I have work to do.”

He tossed his napkin down and rose.

“Charles William Maximilian Danforth!”

One would think being a grown man of eight and twenty years and a duke of the realm for the past nine years would be reason enough for a man to never hear his full given name spoken in such a commanding manner. One would be wrong, however, given the fact the grown man’s mother, Catherine, the Duchess of Taviston, still resided on this earth. And he, like his brothers and sister, knew not to ignore her. Ever.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Join me in my sitting room, won’t you? I need a few minutes of your time.”

“I would love to. James, good day.” He nodded toward his brother and followed his darling mother upstairs.

She preceded him into the room and settled into a comfortable blue winged chair close to the fire. Though just three and fifty, her hair had already gone completely silver. It contrasted nicely with her vivid blue eyes and lent her an extra air of dignity she certainly didn’t need. She was the epitome of what a duchess should be: regal, intelligent, self-confident, and gracious.

Taviston sank into the matching chair opposite her.

“How lovely of you to join me,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. 

Taviston couldn’t help but grin, although he found it difficult to relax completely in this room. It was his mother’s domain and she had decorated it in a cheery pattern of light blue and yellow, with flowers and lace much in evidence. He had long ago decided she had intentionally given the room an overly feminine décor, so as to unsettle her sons a wee bit whenever she managed to lure them into her lair. The fact that she had not decorated any other room, even her own bedchamber, in such a cloying way only bolstered his theory.

“You must have rested well, Mother. You look fresh as a daisy.”

“Imitating your sweet-talking brother will get you nowhere, my dear.” She smiled tenderly but then her lips straightened into a more serious line. “You have been avoiding me, and this discussion, for days. I know how much you hate this, but what kind of a mother would I be if I did not remind you of your family duty to marry and beget an heir?”

“You would be a much-appreciated mother.” Her efforts to nudge him toward marriage had only intensified after his sister Harriet had accepted Viscount Dunstan’s proposal six years ago. Too bad Taviston didn’t have any other sisters to occupy his mother’s matrimonial ambitions.

She chuckled. “I thought you might need a little push. The Season is quite under way now.”

“Indeed. That is why I have decided to find a bride,” Taviston said casually, keeping his expression passive. 

“If I am not mistaken, you have yet to attend a ball.” The duchess continued lecturing as if she hadn’t heard him.

In his defense Taviston ticked off four fingers. “I have attended two dinner parties and an opera, not to mention the Wallingfords’ rout last night.”

She bit back a smile at his bitterness, but then a look of alarm overtook her face and Taviston knew she had finally remarked his earlier words. “What did you say?”

“You have the right of it, Mother. I am ready to choose a bride.” 

Unfortunately, he couldn’t bring himself to smile. He wasn’t truly ready, but then he probably never would be. He couldn’t imagine living daily with any of the young women out in society, especially knowing that such a woman would undoubtedly only marry him for his wealth and title. However—Taviston suppressed a shudder—he couldn’t leave the fate of the dukedom in the irresponsible hands of his next brother, Peyton. The sooner he had an heir, the longer he would have to teach and guide the boy in regards to his future obligations. 

His mother must have noticed his reticence for she didn’t display any outward satisfaction, but merely replied calmly, “You’ve made an excellent beginning then. How many marriageable young ladies have you garnered introductions to?”

“None.”

She clicked her tongue. “If you will not even condescend to speak with eligible ladies, however are you going to find one to marry?”

Taviston shifted in his seat. He wasn’t one for small talk and the inanities of Society conversation, though he muddled through. Any deeper thoughts and personal opinions he shared only with a few people, among them his mother, his siblings, and a few close friends. All of them he had known for years, and he was entirely comfortable with them.

As for the rest of the ton, with them he adopted a dignified and distinctly restrained demeanor. Oh, he was polite, but he owed society nothing more than that. As long as they considered him an upstanding gentleman with not a hint of scandal attached to his name, he didn’t consider anything else their due.

However, in order to obtain a wife who suited him, he would have to speak to countless young women on more than a superficial level. This he was loath to do.

Suddenly a brilliant idea struck him. He rose and began to pace around the room.

The satisfaction of having a plan energized his voice as he explained to his mother, “I don’t need to meet numerous silly young ladies in order to choose one. I shall inquire ‘round and find one, or possibly two, who meet my criteria. Then, and only then, will I become better acquainted with her, or them, to ascertain whether or not they possess the qualities I seek.”

“Hmmm,” his mother mumbled vaguely and then suspicion danced into her eyes. “Criteria? What criteria?”

“Simply this, Mother. She should be dignified, circumspect, intelligent, confident, sociable, and organized. She should come from an excellent family, preferably the daughter of a peer. Physically, she should be taller than average with blonde hair and blue eyes and cut a nice figure.” Taviston, who had come to a standstill as he imparted the image of his ideal duchess, now sank back into his chair and gazed into the fire.

“She sounds like a paragon. I cannot believe you have not found her yet.” Sarcasm dripped from his mother’s every word and drew Taviston’s gaze quickly back to her face. Disbelief clouded her blue eyes.

He shrugged. “You asked a question, and I answered it. I would think you would be pleased I have even thought about the subject long enough to formulate such a list of qualities. My future wife is to be the Duchess of Taviston. She will need all those qualities to succeed in the position and to ensure our family’s name and reputation are upheld.”

“I should imagine being tall and blonde will help her immensely as she sees to her daily tasks as duchess!”

“Oh please, Mother. Obviously, I am looking for such requirements so as to enhance the physical characteristics of any future Danforth children.”

“It is not that obvious to me!”

“I know what I want,” Taviston responded without yielding. He didn’t doubt for a minute his mother wanted to bring up love and the wonder it had wrought on her marriage to his father. But he would have none of it.  

The silence lengthened until her eyes grew guarded. “You certainly have a vision of your bride. I think I had best leave you to find her. I am sure you will bring this lovely person to meet me when you do.”

“Of course. You will have more grandchildren yet.” He smiled, attempting to lighten the suddenly oppressive mood.

“Excellent. Will you begin this quest at the Northfields’ ball tomorrow night?”

“Mother,” he said with some irritation. He was quite capable of managing his own social affairs.

“Well, there is no need to dawdle. You will not find this quintessential bride of yours wandering the streets.”

Certainly not, if Miss Victoria Foster were anything to go by. Aloud he said, “Of course I’ll be supporting Northfield by attending. If nothing else, Edmund is always amusing.”

His closest friend had married just over a year ago, and he and his marchioness were throwing their first ball. Taviston didn’t hold out much hope of finding his future bride straight away, but perhaps Lady Northfield could help him with his search.

As he rose, his mother grasped his hand. “Do remember the finer feelings, Taviston. They play an important role in any marriage, be it a duke’s or a haberdasher’s.”

With the restraint of years of practice, he refrained from rolling his eyes. He did not, however, relent. “Feelings will only complicate the matter. I’ll stick to my list.”

As he closed the door behind him, he heard a heartfelt sigh escape from her lips.
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Chapter Five
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Victoria settled deeper into the park bench and tipped her face up toward the sun. The April rays weren’t particularly strong, but the bright light brought her memories of last night—not this morning—into focus.

After an unladylike sprint home, she had scolded Arthur to within an inch of his life. Much as she loved him, he just might be the ruination of her. Then she’d spent an inordinate amount of time replaying that final minute in the duke’s entry hall.

When he’d displayed his full ducal glory.

He had black hair. Black hair atop his head, black hair scattered over his chest, and black hair angling down to his stomach and beyond. She hadn’t, of course, noted the color of his eyes. Other parts of him had been too prominently in her line of vision. 

And when she could not stop contemplating that salacious image, she’d gathered up her supplies and headed here, to Hyde Park. The fresh air and sunshine had finally cleared her head.

Victoria balanced her sketchbook on her lap and put pencil to paper. With quick strokes she recreated scenes from the rout the night before. With much of her time spent observing at events like that, she often returned home and began drawing people she’d watched dancing or conversing. Sketching soothed her mind and gave her something to do—if Louisa hadn’t overwhelmed her with chores. Because she’d been up and about early in order to retrieve Arthur, she’d avoided the still slumbering Louisa today.

She put the finishing touches on one couple and tucked the drawing into the back of the book, along with dozens of others. The sketches served no purpose other than that she loved to draw people. They were meant for her and her alone. Not that Louisa or Mr. Browne or anyone else was clamoring to see them. He wasn’t interested in anything Victoria did and Louisa only cared about bullying Victoria.

She withdrew a fresh piece of paper and stared at the blank whiteness, trying to decide which of the frozen tableaus in her memory she should bring to life next. As her pencil began to move, she was dismayed to see the duke’s face begin to emerge. But once begun, she couldn’t seem to stop. The strong cords of his neck appeared and led to the formation of his banyan-covered shoulders. His bare chest, with that sprinkle of dark hair and well-formed muscles, came next, her strokes fast and furious. She added his arms, at an angle to his body as his hands rested on his hips. She faltered then, embarrassed to even think about drawing the rest of him.

Victoria wrenched her gaze away from the paper and surveyed the park. The leaves on the trees were tiny specks of green, barely ruffled by the gentle breeze. At this hour of the morning there weren’t many people out and about. A few governesses with small charges, men of the merchant class hurrying through on important business, a couple of servants, perhaps meeting clandestinely. Any other time, she might be tempted to draw one of them. Instead, the half-finished portrait of His Grace beckoned.

With a furtive glance around to make certain no one was near and a thick swallow, Victoria lowered her pencil. The illicit half of the duke flowed from the lead even as her cheeks heated. However, she didn’t stop working until every last toe on his bare feet was accounted for.

With a sharp breath in, she stared at her creation. She’d never know how accurate it was and truthfully, there was some vague shadowing in his... nether regions. But still, it was the most explicit sketch she had ever drawn. A spark of warmth blossomed in her lower stomach and her breasts tingled.

She had to destroy this. What had she been thinking?

Victoria raised her head, suddenly ashamed that she’d taken such liberties with a man she didn’t know. A duke, no less. He’d probably see her transported for it. If he ever found out. Which he wouldn’t.

She snatched the paper up just as a sudden gust of wind tore down the path. She pinched her fingers as tightly as possible and clutched the portrait to her chest. The sketchbook teetered off her lap and a number of the other loose-leaf sketches were lifted by the breeze and skittered down the path.

Drat it all. Fortunately, the duke was safely plastered against her bosom and there he would remain, no matter what. Victoria jumped up to retrieve as many pictures as she could with one hand.

“Here, miss, let me help.” A man hurried over and began picking up the sketches with all due speed.

“Oh...” She couldn’t think of any words. The only thought in her brain was to keep the imprudent picture hidden.

With a lithe nimbleness, the stranger scooped up every last one, even the runaway that had landed smack against a tree twenty feet away. As the man walked back, his gaze dropped to the pile of sketches he carried. He stopped and stared. For one unimaginable moment, Victoria feared she’d somehow let the duke go and the man now ogled His Grace’s nudity.

But no. The duke was still clutched to her breast, which really didn’t bear too much thought. So, what was the man looking at so intently?

“I say,” he broached as he resumed his approach, “is this Lady Maplethorpe and Mr. Thomas Pemberton?” He flipped the paper around so Victoria could see it.

She knew without looking at it that it was. Well, it was nice to know her talent allowed such a quick identification of the principals. She nodded, still unsure her mouth could form words.

He stopped a respectable distance away and shuffled through the rest of her sketches. She should tell him to stop. He had no right to paw through her private drawings. Not that any of them, save the dear duke, were in any way lewd.

He looked up at her again. “These are quite well done.”

“Th-thank you.” There. The power of speech was returning.

“Your rendering of these individuals is remarkably accurate. Were you witness to these events, or do you make them up?”

“I...” Victoria inhaled slowly, gathering herself together. “I do not know what you mean, sir.”

He plucked out one sheet, the original one of Lady Maplethorpe and Mr. Pemberton. “I mean, did you see these two people together?”

Alarm ripped through Victoria. Who was this man? Why did he want to know?

“I’m afraid I should be going. If you would kindly return my sketches?”
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