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      I idled outside the ornate, twenty-foot-high gates, not thinking about the grand adventure that, for months, I’d been so excited to embark on, I could barely stand myself.

      Instead, I was concentrating on the sudden bizarre feeling I had, which I’d never felt before.

      A feeling that assaulted me (and that violent of a word was an apropos descriptor) the second I saw those gates.

      It was a feeling so strong, I was idling in the road in front of the gates of a drive I was supposed to be turning into, a drive on a fortunately not very busy road, and yet for some reason, I was unable to turn in.

      I didn’t understand what I was feeling. It was, in my cadre of as yet experienced emotions, undefined.

      I was exhilarated, yet alarmed.

      Excited, yet terrified.

      It was kind of like the sensation you get before you go into a haunted house.

      You know it’s going to be fun, but even so, you’re facing the unexpected.

      What you further know is, what’s about to happen will be completely out of your control.

      But in order to face that unexpected—though what you could expect was that you were going to have the pants frightened off you—you had to let go, put one foot in front of the other, trust, and know things are going to scare you, but in the end, you’ll be laughing.

      It took some effort to pocket this strange emotion so I could peer down the lane beyond the gates.

      The lane was shaded with beautiful old trees and carpeted with vibrant green lawns.

      It was then, out of nowhere, although this time predictably, I felt a strong pang of melancholy.

      I did this even though I’d never met him. He was gone before I was alive.

      Even so, I knew my great-grandfather had seen these gates. He’d been driven through them. He’d stayed in the massive house that lay beyond the intricate wrought iron and parkland.

      In that house, he’d convalesced.

      In that house, he’d fallen in love.

      In the end, he’d left this extraordinary estate with a broken heart.

      And I was there to tell his story.

      On that thought, taking a bracing breath, I turned into the lane, stopped beside the security speaker and noted it had a camera.

      I hit the button to roll down my window and was about to reach out and hit the one that would call to the house, but the speaker squawked at me before I could even raise my hand.

      “Ms. Dupree?”

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Can you please hold your passport or some other official photo identification to the camera?” the speaker requested.

      Unsurprised by this request, for I knew what lay beyond those gates, and thus I knew they wouldn’t let anyone through them who shouldn’t be going through them, I turned to my bag, pulled out my passport, opened it to the picture page and held it to the camera.

      “One moment please,” the speaker said.

      Although I wasn’t surprised they had security, and it was not just a couple of Ring cameras, I wondered what they could do with my passport information that would take a moment.

      Could they check it?

      And if they could, how did they get access to that kind of data?

      As far as I knew, only government and law enforcement agencies could do something like that.

      I mean, if they could, that would take this security to a new level.

      I pocketed that emotion too as I slid my passport back into my tote and waited.

      I waited some more.

      And longer.

      I was just about to say something when I heard a mechanism start churning, the gates started opening and the speaker squawked again.

      “Thank you for waiting, Ms. Dupree. Please drive through.”

      “You’re welcome. And thank you,” I replied.

      As the gates slowly opened, I took my foot off the brake.

      I was a writer, but I’d been a researcher first.

      Therefore, I didn’t come here blind. I knew all about The Downs and the family that had lived there for more generations than my country had even been a country.

      But as I drove through the opened gates, taking in the vast manicured lawns under the sprawling canopies of mature trees, I was blown away.

      Everything was better in real life than in pictures.

      However, this was something else, and “better” didn’t cover it.

      And when the trees gave way and I started to see the house…

      “Holy crap,” I whispered as more, and more, and more of it was unveiled.

      I’d seen pictures of this too.

      But…

      Good God.

      It was built of sandy-gold Bath stone. At the front middle, there was a dual staircase, each side leading up to a vast landing that was home to the fifteen-foot double doors of the main entrance. The house was three stories, one below stairs with half of the level rising above ground. It had a wide central section with two wings angling back at each end.

      I drove my long-term rental to one side of the front steps, and I did it on autopilot, I was so entranced by the house.

      No, not a house.

      The Downs.

      Home for twelve generations to the Duke of Burleigh.

      Current home of said duke and his three sisters.

      In order: Battle, Temperance, Prudence and Chastity.

      Oh yes, those were their names.

      And oh yes, considering Talyn Family lore, those names were far from surprising.

      It was Prudence who I’d corresponded with for the last year after I’d come across my great-grandfather’s letters in a box of stuff my sister and I found in our mom’s house when we were going through it after she passed.

      It was Prudence who’d been excited about my idea for my next book.

      And it was Prudence who’d invited me to stay.

      And stay I would, for two weeks, being offered unfettered (maybe) access to the pictures, papers, journals, photos, daguerreotypes, ledgers, and anything else they could dig out for me about the life and times of the Talyn Family: keepers of the Duchy of Burleigh and the jewel of The Downs.

      Or, hopefully this would happen.

      One not-so-minor blip in my excitement about my six-month sojourn to England that had put a pall over embarking on this journey…

      A journey that included me moving on to a cottage by the sea after the two weeks I’d spend here. I’d stay at that cottage for six months, close to The Downs and anything I might need, and in the area where it all happened, so I could immerse myself, hit museums, libraries and church registries, and anything else I might need…

      And that pall was about commencing this without Battle Talyn, the Duke of Burleigh, approving the contract my agent and her attorneys had been negotiating with his attorneys so that I could have access to Burleigh documents.

      However, Prudence assured me, although this had not been sorted, I should feel free to come regardless, because in the end, again she assured me, vehemently, this would not be a problem.

      Battie is just really careful about protecting our family, Prudence had written in one of our plethora of email exchanges. He’s being nitpicky. He knows how excited I am about this! And he’s my big brother; he likes to give me what I so wish to have. But in the end, it’s his job to protect The Downs. Though it’s my opinion he takes it too seriously! Then again, in my opinion, Battie takes everything too seriously.

      This, I’d discovered, was true.

      “Battie” took things very seriously.

      Especially privacy.

      Honest to God, regardless of this family’s aristocratic lineage, their famous holdings, and their immeasurable wealth, it was hard to find a picture of any of them.

      And trust me, I tried.

      The one who the paparazzi attempted the hardest to capture was the duke, but he’d perfected the art of angling his head, or his umbrella, or the upturn of a lapel so all you saw was maybe his ear, his temple or a hint of his (chiseled, as far as I could tell) jaw.

      Images or even presence of Temperance, Prudence and Chastity were nearly nonexistent on the internet, including social media. The only one of all the siblings who had an account was Chastity, on Instagram, and all she posted were pictures of flowers.

      Okay, so maybe the sensation I had before turning into the lane to The Downs wasn’t strange.

      Any good researcher loved a good mystery, and there were four in this house I was about to meet.

      I grabbed my tote and exited my white Peugeot 3008, continuing to stare up at the house, and therefore I saw a gentleman walk out of it.

      Not Battle.

      Too old, too short, too stocky, and this man was wearing a black suit, gray waistcoat and red tie that looked less of a suit and more of a uniform.

      The butler?

      I walked up the steps, pulling my coat closer around me as I did. It was April in the West Country of England, therefore damp, cold, dreary, gray and windy.

      When I made it to the top, I noted there was a complicated crest embroidered on the man’s red tie.

      It was a study of flamboyant red and cerulean swirls surrounding a shield in the same stripes. This was topped with the helmet of a knight, adorned with gold, pearls and rubies, out of the top of which was a surfeit of fluffy, vibrant plume feathers (yes, they somehow got all of that embroidered on a tie).

      This was the Duchy’s crest, which was also on the flag, emblazoned on two stripes, one red, one cerulean, and the right edge of the flag cut out into the sharp points of a sideways V.

      A flag I’d noted was flying under the Union Jack above The Downs right then.

      “Miss Dupree. Welcome to The Downs,” he said on a very slight bow.

      He intended to say more, he just didn’t get the chance.

      Out from the front doors flew a petite woman with stick-straight auburn hair, which was cut in a severe style with a radically level edge across very high bangs at her forehead and the same at a length that hit her chin.

      And she was wearing…

      I didn’t know what she was wearing.

      I just knew Moira Rose would like it very much.

      The top looked like an overlarge, stiff, stark-white piece of posterboard was slapped against her body on an angle, the edge by her neck slightly curled inward. This concoction had long sleeves, gave a tunic feel and went down to her knees. Beyond those knees was a pair of flowy, wide-leg, black pants.

      On her feet she wore black leather Mary-Jane flats with a separation stitched in between the big toe and the rest of them. They were not attractive in the slightest (I never understood that toe thing in shoes). But my guess, they were comfy.

      And they totally rocked with that wild outfit.

      Her makeup was as severe as her hairstyle. Very pale skin, heavily drawn brows, and dramatically dark raspberry lipstick. And the expertly smoked black liner that lined her upper and lower lashes made her unusual light gray-green eyes seem incandescent.

      This was as far as I got in my impression before Lady Prudence Talyn cried out, “You’re here!” and immediately, as well as shockingly, threw herself at me.

      After I avoided having my eye poked with that curled edge of her top, I rounded her with my arms, surprised by this greeting.

      I’d been to England before and had met English folk back home. They didn’t tend to be affectionately demonstrative.

      At least not on first meeting.

      That said, Prudence and I had struck up a friendship after I reached out to the steward of The Downs about the letters I found. He’d forwarded my email to Prudence.

      And that friendship wasn’t all about my books (books she’d already read before I reached out) and my desire to write one that historically, though fictitiously, involved her family.

      Almost since the beginning, we emailed each other every day.

      As such, she’d become a daily touchstone for me, and I could tell the same happened for her.

      So perhaps this wasn’t that strange.

      On that thought, I settled into her embrace.

      Almost the instant I did, she popped back with as much exuberance as she’d jumped me and tossed out an arm to the gentleman standing with us, nearly knocking him in the chest.

      With practiced ease, he avoided the blow while Prudence introduced, “This is Fitzgibbons. Our butler. Fitzy, did you meet Vivienne?”

      “We were just getting to that, Lady Prudence,” Fitzgibbons replied.

      As she regarded him, Prudence’s face shifted to kindly severe, something I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen anyone pull off with such aplomb, not even moms of two-year-olds.

      “Vivienne doesn’t live with staff,” she informed the butler with more than necessary weight, not something I liked all that much.

      Not the part about her sharing openly I was not of their class.

      Not many were, and undoubtedly “Fitzy” knew that about me already.

      It was the dire tone and what came next that seemed ominously weird to me.

      And what came next was, “We’re going to have to look out for her.”

      “Of course,” Fitzgibbons murmured.

      I had no chance to ask after what seemed like a warning.

      Prudence turned to me and instructed, “This means they’re going to get your luggage. And park your car. And unpack you. And all sorts.”

      Although I’d never “lived with staff,” I could have guessed this.

      I didn’t share that, and not only because, at once, I found the keys in my fingers whisked away and offered to Fitzgibbons, who took them.

      Prudence then hooked her arm in mine, and with strength I’d never guess someone of her stature could possess, she dragged me into the house.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go. I was dying to get inside The Downs. There were pictures of the outside, but not one to be found of the interior.

      It was just that she dragged me there.

      And she did this talking.

      “Rest assured, like I promised, we’re turning the house upside down. Anything we can find, we’re putting out in great-great-grandmama’s studio.” She looked up at me as she continued to drag me into and through the entryway. “That’s out in the north garden. It’s a very nice space. I think you’ll love it there. It’ll also give you privacy.”

      I was listening. And even if I wanted to hear what she had to say, I also wanted to be in this moment where I was finally in the presence of someone who, until then, had been nothing but emails in my inbox: however, she was still a woman who’d become a friend, and then a good friend, and now, we were finally together.

      However, I couldn’t quite concentrate due to what was assailing my eyes.

      The front hall was massive.

      No, that didn’t describe it correctly.

      It was colossal.

      The walls were beautifully creamy and only adorned with two massive portraits hanging on opposite sides of the floor-to-ceiling (and that ceiling was two stories up) windows at the back of the space.

      The windows gave a view of the courtyard gardens. They were situated beyond a central stairwell. After the first grand sweep of it from the floor at the center of the hall, that stairwell split into flights that rose gracefully off to each side.

      And above those flights were the portraits.

      One was a man in a uniform, a sash across his chest, many medals pompously displayed, standing holding a hat with an ostentatious plume under his arm. He had a disapproving look on his aristocratic face.

      Opposite him was a portrait of a seated woman in a filmy, white dress with cerulean satin ribbon detailing, swaths of crimson satin wrapped shawl-like around her arms, and she had auburn curls around her forehead and temples and very rosy cheeks. Her doe eyes were blue, and her lips formed a small smile.

      He looked terrifying.

      She looked hopeful.

      They graced not only those creamy walls but also the acres of buttermilk marble floors that spanned the space, the two seating areas (left and right) in front of two fireplaces, the intricate white plaster moldings, and the stairway railings, finely wrought black iron topped with blindingly shining elm wood.

      Last, there was an enormous crystal chandelier that hung like a threat from the middle of the ceiling. It dipped very close to a gleaming, circular table that had an unusual arrangement of delicate flowers and trailing greenery that didn’t rise much from the low, wide bowl they were in. But the foliage did creep out along the wood of the table to drip over the edge in a manner it looked like the flora actually grew from the table.

      It was supremely cool.

      However, presently, we were around the table and going up the stairs as Prudence kept gabbing.

      “We’re set to have tea in about half an hour, all us girls. Tempie and Chassie cannot wait to meet you. After that, Battle wants to talk to you. He’d like to see you at three thirty, in the study.”

      That got my attention.

      “The duke is here?” I asked.

      We went left at the landing, and as we did, through that tall window, I got a swift gander at just how prolific and extraordinary the garden was.

      It was already a riot of color and greenery, and it was only April.

      “Yes,” Prudence answered, waving her hand in front of her dismissively. “He wants to finalize the agreement.”

      Well, that would be good, since I had an advance from my publisher to write this very book, and a deadline, and if I had to pivot at this late date, I’d be screwed and I’d have a publisher who was none too happy, and an agent who would be unhappier.

      Prudence yanked me closer so that she was veritably leaning on me as she said earnestly, “I cannot tell you how glad I am you’re here. I almost went to London when you arrived so I could meet you live and in person…finally. But I thought that’d be too clingy.”

      Before arriving at The Downs, I’d spent three days in London managing jetlag, seeing the sights and doing some preliminary research into the Talyns.

      It was necessarily only three days because I had my advance, and I’d published seven books— four romances (my firsts), three historical fictions (the genre I was obsessed with at the moment)—so I was earning royalties.

      That said, neither were enough to hang in an expensive London hotel for very long (and they were all expensive, if you didn’t just want a bed surrounded by an inch of floorspace—though you could get out of that bed and find yourself right in the bathroom, so they could be time savers, if you wanted to put a positive spin on it).

      Sure, my sister and I had inherited a tidy sum from Mom and the sale of her house and car and stuff, but I wasn’t allowing myself to dip into my portion of that, because I was hoping to buy a house when I got home from England, and that was going to be my downpayment.

      “That wouldn’t have been clingy. I would have loved it,” I told her.

      Her eyes lifted to mine and they were shining with…

      Dear God.

      Were they tears?

      “You’re so lovely,” she declared.

      “As are you,” I replied quietly, taken aback by the strength of her emotion.

      She beamed a smile at me and cried too loudly, “We’re here!”

      And we were, after walking the length of the front of the house and a little down the north wing, where she was taking me into a room.

      And…

      Well…

      Wow.

      Candy red walls. White plasterwork. Arenberg parquet floors. A comfortable sitting area in front of a fireplace. A big bed, four-poster, curtained. Exquisite silk rugs under the bed and seating area. An escritoire against a wall. Cushioned benches strewn with toss pillows built in the three tall wide windows.

      But like the entry, minimalism was the key to this room.

      It wasn’t a showplace crammed full of antiques and priceless knickknacks picked up over the centuries, carelessly laid somewhere and forgotten.

      The bold colors of the red juxtaposed with the white, just like the antique escritoire contrasted with the contemporary lines of the golden-yellow velvet couch in front of the fireplace, all this clashing exquisitely with petal-pink bedding heavily embroidered in magenta and gold.

      But among these were a few bouquets of flowers, all much like the one in the foyer: unusually but gorgeously arranged.

      And there was a portrait of a woman, surrounded by sky and clouds, wearing a straw hat brimmed with flowers and a feather (she also had very rosy cheeks) and another of a woman (again with the cheeks) wearing a blue dress festooned with flowers, dancing in a forest being watched by a man and a trio of musicians.

      Other than a screened smart unit and some crystal-based laps on the nightstands, different lamps on the tables by the couch, that was it.

      It was the biggest bedroom I’d ever been in.

      And the prettiest by a mile.

      Prudence let go of my arm only to grab my hand and pull me into an adjoining room. It was the bathroom.

      Fully modern, shower big enough for two, streamlined soaking tub, double basin sink, with thick pink and rose towels and rugs a similar contrast to what was happening in the bedroom, albeit having a more forceful effect, because everything else was white.

      After only what amounted to a glance, Prudence led me onward through the bathroom to a room that made me gasp out loud.

      Fitted open rails, drawers, shelves, enough for the biggest clotheshorse in history to feel safe they had plenty of space for now and to expand, not to mention have all their onerous shopping efforts proudly on display.

      Further to this beauty, there was a large, round tufted bench dead center upholstered in rose velvet.

      And the pièce de résistance, every girlie girl’s dream of a vanity sitting in front of a tall window at the back of the room.

      “Grandfather started the modernizations,” Prudence told me. “Father continued them. And Battie updated the modernizations by ridding the place of all the curios and pompous paintings. That’s one of the reasons the attics are a mess. But mostly, five hundred years of cast-off stuff takes a lot of space. I think that’s why we haven’t been able to locate Great-Aunt Harmony’s letters.”

      That pulled me out of my closet-happy trance.

      “You haven’t been able to locate her letters?” I asked.

      Prudence had let my hand go and was wandering to the window as she shook her head and answered, “No. We’re still looking.” Gazing out the window, she gave a dramatic shudder. “Something must be done with the attics. I suppose on the errand of finding those for you, I’ll have to take them in hand.”

      I wanted to say I could help, but I was already overstaying my visitor’s visa by two weeks, so in order to get this book done, I needed to get to work.

      Because, I would repeat, I had a deadline.

      Also, I wasn’t keen to experience being kicked out of a country.

      Even so, I wanted to get into those attics just to see what the “five hundred years of cast-offs” of a dukedom looked like.

      Prudence whirled so abruptly, I jumped.

      And then she clapped.

      “I hear your luggage coming,” she announced.

      She did?

      I didn’t hear a thing.

      “I’ll let you freshen up.” She tipped her head. “Half an hour? Then I’ll collect you and take you to the blue salon. That’s where we’re having tea.”

      I could use a second to get my bearings, so I replied, “Sounds good.”

      She came to me just as a door behind me opened.

      A young man was coming in with all my luggage, and there was a lot of it (six months’ worth).

      “Oh, sorry,” he murmured. “I didn’t know you were in here.”

      “That’s okay, Scotty,” Prudence replied as she took my hand again and tugged me toward the bathroom. “This is Vivienne,” she threw over her shoulder.

      “Hello, Miss Dupree. Welcome to The Downs,” Scotty greeted.

      “Thank you,” I said, unavoidably loudly, as we’d made it through the bathroom and into the bedroom.

      Once Prudence got me there, she took my other hand so she had both, and she smiled up at me.

      “This is just so lovely, having you here,” she asserted.

      I squeezed her hands and replied, “I was honored by the invitation, but mostly, it’s about time we met, so I will firmly agree, it’s lovely to be here.” I shook her hands. “With you.”

      Another beam before, “Now, take a bit of time to yourself. I’ll return. Cook makes luscious teas. I hope you’re hungry.”

      And I hoped there were scones, jam and clotted cream.

      Prudence left.

      I heard someone else go into the dressing room, and on peeking through the bathroom, I saw Scotty leave and a woman head deeper into the room. Probably to unpack my stuff.

      Instead of introducing myself, I dumped my tote on the couch, shrugged off my coat and tossed it over my tote, moved to the window and looked out.

      Oh yes.

      Holy hell.

      The garden was amazing.

      Lush and well kept, but in a wild way. Profuse. And it spanned the entirety of the space between the wings and beyond. There were a few fountains, some paths, some benches and…

      A woman in a pale blue dress and light cardigan.

      She was wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat even if there was no sun.

      She had light-blonde hair, an abundance of it, all of it frizzy curls that poofed out under her hat, over her shoulders and down her back.

      I couldn’t see her face due to the hat, and she had her back to me.

      What I could see was a tall, sandy-haired, well-built, good-looking man was also in the garden. He was wearing jeans, a chambray shirt, and appeared to be measuring something on a rosebush. I knew this because he had a clipboard where he’d jot things down after he did whatever he was doing.

      Oh.

      And he snuck peeks at the blonde who was a good twenty yards away, seemingly oblivious to him as she deadheaded into one basket and clipped healthy blooms for another.

      That certainly wasn’t Battle. I’d never seen a full-face photo of him, but I did know he had dark hair.

      But I wondered if the woman was Temperance. Or Chastity.

      “I’m sorry, madam?”

      I turned at the voice to see the maid was in the room with me.

      “Hi,” I greeted.

      She smiled and asked, “Do you prefer your night creams to be on the bedside table, or in the bathroom?”

      “Bedside table, thank you,” I answered then added, “I guess you know I’m Vivienne Dupree.”

      She nodded, still smiling, as she walked to the bed. “I do. And I’m Mary. I’m the maid who’ll be taking care of your rooms.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mary. And thank you in advance for taking care of me.”

      Another nod from her, and she was going back across the room, saying, “We hope you enjoy your stay here.”

      “I’m sure I will.”

      And I was sure, in that moment.

      I was hungry for tea. I couldn’t wait to meet Chastity and Temperance (though, Battle had been a bit of a pill before this excursion, so I was of two minds about meeting him). I was happy Prudence and I finally had the chance to get to know each other without a keyboard involved. And one of my favorite things was starting a book (also the writing of it, though, the finishing of it sucked since I’d miss it in that way you missed things you loved, but you knew you’d never get back).

      So it was all good.

      Very good.

      I was on an adventure.

      Another of my favorite things.

      But I had no idea.

      I had absolutely no idea all that was about to befall me in the seat of the Duke of Burleigh, The Inimitable Downs.

      And all that was about to befall me would be a lot.
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      The blue salon was, indeed, blue.

      Ice blue.

      This mingled with a continuation of the richly creamy creams of the entryway and was, as Prudence shared when she’d escorted me there, “Where we like to take tea because it’s cozier than any of the other sitting rooms or parlors. Except, of course, for the one where we have cocktails before dinner. But you can’t have tea and cocktails in the same place!”

      After she said this, she’d giggled, like I knew this rule and the very thought of enjoying both beverages in the same room was a universal understanding of ridiculous.

      However, once accosted by the room, I wasn’t sure she had a handle on the meaning of the word cozy.

      Set in the central section (not in a wing), on the hall off the south side of foyer, that room was like all the rest I’d encountered: huge.

      And like all the rest, it was a study of contrasts. Old and new. Antique and modern. Formal and relaxed. Stiff yet comfortable.

      But all of it expensive.

      The sisters were a study of contrasts too.

      There was Prudence with her avant-garde clothes and auburn hair.

      And then there was the blonde I saw out in the garden.

      Chastity.

      She’d taken off the cardigan and hat to have tea, and her blue dress was a sundress—pretty and as ethereal and delicate as she was (no way I’d garden in that dress, but I was not Lady Chastity Talyn). Her hair was wild and thick and chaotic and amazing. Her face had that pinched but pretty Nicole Kidman look to it. And her eyes were a startling, almost-hard-to-witness sapphire blue.

      She was soft-spoken to the point every word she said was a whisper, hard to hear, and she never made eye contact.

      Not even close.

      Temperance, on the other hand, was seriously something.

      Shining ebony hair falling from a middle part in loose curls along the sides of her exquisitely beautiful face, her hair tumbling further down over her shoulders and chest. Her cold gray eyes were watchful and calculating. Her skin was so pale, you could see the blue of her veins. Her lips were perfectly slicked with a bright crimson lipstick. And her body was covered in a pair of casual black slacks, a complicated, edgy, short-sleeved black blouse, and a pair of black patent leather, four-inch Louboutin heels, with the lipstick sole that matched her lips.

      She spoke in a sophisticated, catty, aristocratic drawl that reminded me of any of the actors who played the Royals on The Crown.

      We sat around the low coffee table covered in a formal tea service and tiered trays filled with crustless sandwiches, pastries, biscuits (or to Americans, cookies), little cakes—and thank you, God (I’d had two)—scones filled with jam and clotted cream.

      Chastity poured.

      She also sat in one of the ice-blue Louis XV bergère chairs opposite the one Temperance sat in.

      Prudence and I sat together in a curved-back settee that faced the fireplace.

      I wasn’t sure Chastity knew I was there.

      I wasn’t sure Temperance wanted me there.

      But I was sure Prudence could talk for England.

      “So I think Vivi’s book will span from Reign to Saint, or Bishop,” she was now saying after she’d pretty much outlined everything from my very first email to The Downs’s steward, to now, a history it was clear both her sisters already knew.

      Though, curiously through this, she’d sometimes suddenly go off on another tangent that had nothing to do with what she’d been saying. Or she’d trail off and stare into space for a second, like she was in a mini trance, before she’d shake herself and start right back up where she left off.

      With the practiced way Temperance and Chastity reacted to this, that was to say, they didn’t react at all, I got the sense this was just a thing for Prudence.

      She and I had never been able to schedule a FaceTime, what with the time difference and both of us being busy, so I’d only ever known her in written conversations.

      Truthfully?

      It might be curious, but it was also kind of cute.

      Fortunately, her talking meant I could scarf down four sandwich triangles (two coronation chicken, one egg, the last prawn and avocado), a little cake and two scones.

      And she was correct about the time period during which my book would take place.

      I would be starting it around the turn of the twentieth century, when Reign Talyn was duke, through World War II, when Saint Talyn held that title, and just beyond, when Bishop Talyn was duke.

      Duke Saint Talyn being the one who flatly refused to allow his daughter, Harmony, to marry the man she’d fallen in love with: an American soldier convalescing at The Downs.

      My great-grandfather.

      “And I think, as I’ve told you, from what Ravenna told me, if Harmony and Charlie’s story is shared, the curse will finally be broken,” Prudence declared.

      Chastity gave no indication she even heard these words.

      Temperance rolled her eyes.

      I said nothing.

      Though, through our email correspondence, Prudence had shared at length about what she considered The Curse of The Downs.

      This, according to Prudence (which was according to Ravenna), started with Harmony losing her beloved Charlie (my great granddad).

      And it affected every generation since, according to Prudence (read: Ravenna).

      Prudence’s clairvoyant, the aforementioned Ravenna, I sensed, but only very carefully alluded to Prudence, had more of a bent toward charlatanism than being able to read the mystics.

      And I’d just learned Temperance and I might be of the same mind about that.

      “Don’t roll your eyes,” Prudence snapped at Temperance.

      “Darling,” Temperance drawled. “There is not a curse on this house.”

      “So how do you explain what happened to great-great-grandfather and great-great-grandmother?” Prudence demanded.

      I sipped tea and listened hard, knowing she referred to Saint and his wife Marie.

      Doing this wasn’t entirely nosy (though it was also nosy).

      Learning things like this was why I was there.

      Prudence was referring to the fact that Saint and Marie, who had seemed at one with all things The Duchy of Burleigh, suddenly found themselves with such irreconcilable differences, she spent most of her time in the studio in the garden, which was a waste of a big, beautiful house, because he spent all of his in their home in London.

      Or, that was, he did when he wasn’t in his mistress’s bed.

      “Marie did her duty,” Temperance replied. “She provided an heir, a spare, and a couple of girls they could use to advance their positions in society. In their case, lord those poor, wretched brood mares over others and grant permission for them to use our very blue blood to advance their positions. Once they were all raised and gone, Marie could stop pretending she liked her husband and spend her days painting and, I don’t know”—she fluttered a regal, scarlet fingernail-tipped hand off to the side—“fornicate with stable boys or something.”

      “Tempie!” Prudence snapped.

      I bit my lip to stop from laughing.

      When I got control over that impulse, I took another sip of tea and kept listening.

      Whisper-talk came from Chastity’s direction. “That doesn’t explain what happened to Bishop and Caroline.”

      Bishop was Saint’s son and heir, Harmony’s older brother, and Battle, Temperance, Prudence and Chastity’s great-grandfather.

      See what I mean about the names?

      “Yes,” Prudence jumped on that. “Is it just coincidence he fell off his horse…and broke his neck? And she fell down the stairs…and broke hers?”

      “She was eighty-seven at the time,” Temperance replied. “And it was twenty years after her husband met his untimely end by the same means, if in different places doing entirely different things. So yes, I would say it was a coincidence. An unfortunate one, but for her part, she’d lived a long life.”

      “A goodly amount of it without her husband,” Chastity whisper-added.

      Temperance made no reply.

      “All right. Then explain grandpapa and grandmama,” Prudence challenged.

      In order to keep track, that was Cannon Talyn and his wife, Victoria.

      Temperance, clearly having had enough of this topic, leaned forward and dropped her delicate china teacup and saucer with a clatter on the table, snapping, “For goodness’ sake, Prue. They both got food poisoning from eating the same food. Three of the staff died too.”

      For once Chastity met someone’s gaze.

      And it was Temperance’s.

      “And Father and Mother?”

      That would be Atlas and Rebecca.

      Temperance appeared to be attempting to shoot laser beams out of her eyes at her youngest sister.

      “Ah-ha!” Prudence crowed to Temperance who appeared to be stymied. “You don’t have anything to explain that away.”

      Temperance sat back, aimed her chilly gaze at her second youngest sister and stated, “He was an ass. She was a spoiled brat. They were a match made in heaven, meaning they deserved each other. The problem was, they couldn’t stand each other, so after she gave him the issue required of her, she buggered off to Corfu to live in a fabulous villa and fuck copious Greek men who were built like gods, something, as far as we know, she’s still doing. As such, he was free to open his revolving door of whores anywhere he wanted on British soil, until he died of a heart attack whilst fucking one of those whores.”

      Again, all true.

      Even that last part.

      Regardless of how hard the Talyn line did their best, and mostly succeeded, to work to guard their privacy, that particular tidbit had been spread widely.

      Though, what hadn’t been, but what I’d learned from Prudence, was the fact that Rebecca had not that first thing to do with her children after she left for that Greek island, something I’d come to learn affected Prudence very much, as it would do.

      I couldn’t imagine not having a mom who loved and adored you, got frustrated by you acting like an idiot, but allowed you the freedom to do it so you could learn from it, shared her wisdom with you, and then when you finally got to a certain age, became the best friend you could ever have.

      No, I couldn’t imagine that at all.

      Prudence turned to me. “Don’t listen to Tempie. Although she has no excuse to be this way, she’s as cynical as they come.”

      “Did I lie?” Temperance demanded. “Well?” she pressed in Prudence’s and Chastity’s directions when neither said anything.

      “Not really,” Chasitity finally whisper-admitted.

      Temperance turned to me. “You write this kind of thing for a living. Therefore, you know, in our world, we don’t marry for love. We marry for money. For status. For alliances.”

      “That’s hardly been the case for the last sixty, seventy years, or even longer,” Prudence contradicted.

      “If you don’t think Mother married Father for his title, his money and this damned house, you are a bigger dreamer than I thought,” Temperance shot back.

      “Tempie,” Chastity whisper-admonished.

      But if that was a hit to Prudence, she didn’t show it.

      Instead, she lifted her chin. “If it was for this house, why did she leave him?”

      Temperance didn’t miss a beat. “I’ve already answered that. Because he was an ass.” She returned to me. “It’s a thing, tonight, because you’re here. It’s a tradition we all enjoy. We’re all going to dress up for dinner. Did Prue tell you?”

      I nodded.

      Prudence had warned me my first night there would be formal, and to be prepared, because if they had other guests, it might happen again.

      Since I didn’t have a closet full of evening dresses, this required me to hit some online designer resale sites, but that had been a blast, as it always tended to be, and score: I’d found some awesome things, and not just evening dresses.

      Temperance continued, “But that’s not a thing for us. At least not when we don’t have visitors. Of course, Chassie doesn’t sidle into the parlor for pre-dinner cocktails in mud-splattered wellies with dirt under her fingernails. And we are not normal. We’re rich. People say the word ‘lady’ before our names. Someone cooks our food. Someone else serves it. I have never cooked a meal in my life, nor washed a dish. And I don’t intend to do either.”

      Suddenly, I strived for yet another goal in my life, the dish thing.

      Though, I liked to cook.

      Temperance wasn’t finished.

      “But we’re not weird. We eat dinner as a family, normally. But if we don’t want to pitch up to the table, we have a tray in our room or wherever. Though, back before he died, under Father’s edicts, you’d think it was still nineteen-oh-two.”

      “He was just traditional,” Prudence said.

      “A man had been on the moon,” Temperance retorted. “The future king got a divorce and had his dirty talk with his mistress aired all over the globe. And that talk was filthy. You could call Bangladesh from your mobile in your car. We had cars. It was no longer required for me to wear white gloves and a hat to church, or a formal gown to dinner, for God’s sake.”

      Neither of her sisters had a response.

      I didn’t either, and although I thought it’d be cute to see the Talyn sisters in hats and gloves, going to church, if I was a kid and that wasn’t what I wanted to do, I had to admit, it would stink.

      When the silence lengthened, I carefully waded into it.

      “I intend to do a pretty thorough read through of all the things Prudence has gathered for me.” I turned to Prudence. “And of course, I’m excited to meet Ravenna.”

      Not really, but Prudence liked her, and outside of her family, she didn’t mention any other friends, except her bi-monthly readings with Ravenna, so I was (currently) withholding judgement.

      And anyway, who was I to judge?

      Even Elizabeth I hung out with and took counsel from Dr. John Dee.

      I looked between the other two sisters. “And unless there’s some note of it, or it fits into the narrative, I probably won’t be mentioning the curse.”

      “Well, that will be good,” Temperance murmured while she crossed her long, slender legs. “We don’t need every lunatic who shops exclusively in Glastonbury poking around and doing rituals outside the front gate.”

      This made Prudence twist excitedly toward me and again with her clap.

      “Oh yes, Vivi! It’s a bit of a jaunt, but while you’re here, we have to go to Glastonbury.”

      “I would bypass that and go straight to Cheltenham. Better shopping,” Temperance drawled, but oddly, she did this watching Prudence closely, and, maybe I was wrong, but I could swear I read in her gaze it was hopefully.

      That was strange.

      Chastity nibbled at a biscuit while her bright-blue eyes darted everywhere but to a human being.

      A throat was cleared.

      We all looked to the doorway to see Fitzgibbons standing there.

      “I hate to intrude. But Miss Dupree has a meeting with His Grace.”

      “Oh,”—another clap from Prudence—“right. Be sure to tell him not to keep her too long. She’ll want to have time to change for dinner.”

      Once Fitzgibbons nodded, she latched onto my arm, therefore I turned to her.

      “We start cocktails around six thirty-ish, most everyone’s there by seven,” she told me. “We wander into dinner whenever Cook sends word it’s ready. Once you’ve changed, just go to your smart screen and hit the icon to call a member of staff. Someone will escort you to the parlor.” She gave me a big smile. “We’ll do the full house tour tomorrow.”

      I got the sense from this that she wasn’t going to take me to her brother, Fitzgibbons was.

      And the duke was calling.

      Thus, I set down my teacup and moved a smile through all the ladies, saying, “Thank you so much, this was great. Looking forward to dinner.”

      “I bet you are,” Temperance said in a tone that pretended she didn’t want me to hear it, but she did.

      Oh, she knew they were putting on a show, and I was lapping it up.

      And that begged the question of why she assumed the role of star of that show, if she didn’t want me to witness the production.

      Chastity said nothing.

      Prudence replied, “See you at dinner.”

      I got up and followed Fitzgibbons out.

      As we walked down the central wing, I looked into open doors to see a variety of rooms along the lines of what I’d already seen, with those to the front having grand views of the glory of the parkland, and those to the back having the same of the splendor of the gardens.

      We turned into the south wing, and about halfway down, to the right side, the butler knocked on the only closed door we’d encountered along the way.

      “Come,” a man called from inside.

      All right, I had to admit, I was a little tingly.

      I’d never met a real-life duke, for one.

      I’d read about plenty.

      Meeting one?

      Nope.

      Then there was the mystery. The lore. The history.

      All of which, being an ex-librarian, current writer, I was super into.

      And here I was, about to meet the keeper of it, a man who, no matter what he did, would not be forgotten in the annals of history just because of who he’d been born to be.

      And that was all kinds of cool.

      I almost rubbed my hands together like an over-excited idiot when Fitzgibbons opened the door, walked in, I followed, and the butler intoned, “Miss Dupree is here for your meeting, Your Grace.”

      The man at the desk looked up from whatever he was writing.

      And I froze solid.

      I heard him say in a deep, lush purr, “Thank you, Fitzy.”

      Some part of me processed the fact that Fitzgibbons walked out and closed the door.

      But mostly, I was all about the man sitting at the desk.

      Thick, dark, chestnut brown hair. Handsome tortoise-shell glasses covering rich brown eyes.

      But his face.

      Damn.

      His face.

      In any romantic fantasy, that strong jaw, straight nose, prominent brow, those sumptuous lips and hooded eyes would be the face that would emerge when the knight on his mighty charger flipped up the visor of his helmet.

      It was the face you’d see after the Scotsman in the kilt swung his broadsword, ending the life of his opponent, and whirled to face his next.

      It was the face splashed in blood you’d see looking up from his kill after the Viking berserker brought down his battle-ax.

      It was the face of the vicious mobster in the movie you felt wildly freaky about because he made you root for the bad guy mostly because you were dying to fuck him.

      It was the face of a warrior, or a villain.

      It was the face of Satan, Lucifer, who used to be God’s most beautiful angel.

      And then he stood.

      Tall, broad-shouldered, lean-hipped, thick thighed, the desk hid the rest, but I didn’t have it in me to process more.

      Not with the strength of the electrical pulse shooting through me after taking in only what I could see.

      And it wasn’t just an, “Oo, this guy is hawt,” pulse.

      Oh no.

      It was something bigger.

      Stronger.

      Scarier.

      Utterly terrifying.

      How did I know?

      Because for the first time in my life, after that man took his feet, and the shock tore through me, I fainted.

      Dead to the carpet.
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      I came to with a view of that damned face.

      “She’s awake,” Battle Talyn murmured in that purr of his, just before he straightened away, and Prudence was in my face.

      “Oh my goodness, Vivi!” she cried. “Are you all right?”

      I pushed up.

      I did this because I was lying on a leather chesterfield. I had no idea how I got there, but my concern was, the lord of the manor carried me.

      Beyond Prudence, I could see a glorious, carved stone fireplace.

      The only other things I could see were three Talyn women and one Talyn man. Two of the women (Prudence and Chastity) were hovering over me. Temperance and Battle were standing off to the side, both with arms crossed on their chests, studying me.

      I pushed back until I hit the arm of the chesterfield and once there, I lifted a hand to rub my neck.

      “God, I’m so sorry,” I said.

      Okay…how embarrassing was this?

      The answer was very.

      It was very embarrassing.

      Nope.

      Excruciating.

      It was excruciatingly embarrassing.

      “I don’t know what happened,” I finished lamely.

      “Jetlag is weird,” Prudence decreed.

      Could I hang fainting at the sight of the most beautiful man on the planet on jetlag?

      Oh yes.

      Yes, I could.

      And I was absolutely going to do just that.

      “I think I’ve been pushing myself too hard,” I told them. “I probably shouldn’t have hit the Tate. Or the British Museum. Or the British Library.”

      “You did all of that in just three days?” Prudence’s voice was pitched unnaturally high.

      “Well, yes,” I admitted, then, due to her tone, cautiously added, “And more.”

      “Then of course that’s too much!” she declared and straightened from me to turn on her siblings and announce dramatically, “On top of driving all the way from London!”

      I looked among them.

      Okay.

      Seriously.

      How were these four siblings?

      Not one of them looked like the other. Not even a nuance.

      Prudence couldn’t be more than five three, though I couldn’t tell her body type because her clothing masked it. However, Chasitity was willowy, probably only average height, however, even willowy, she had tits and ass. Temperance was my height, five eight, and she was slender as a pole. And Battle couldn’t be shorter than six four, and he was built like a brick shithouse.

      With the eye color, the hair color, even the bone structure, there was nothing remotely alike about any of them.

      Maybe Rebecca had started playing around way before she jetted off to Greece.

      Prudence claimed my attention again by grabbing my hand. “I think you should go upstairs, lay down, take a nap. We’ll have a tray brought up for you for dinner. We can do the big welcome party tomorrow night.”

      I shook my head and gently extricated my hand while swinging my legs off the side of the couch, though I didn’t go so far as to stand. When I did that again, I wanted to be sure I didn’t hit the deck after.

      “No, no, no. I’m okay. I mean, sure. I think having a bit of a lie down will be good before dinner. But Battle and I have some things to iron out, and it would be better to get on that straight away.” I took my chances with another bout of unconsciousness and met his eyes. “I really am very sorry. But honestly, I’m okay.”

      He didn’t reply to me.

      He turned his head and shook it.

      I looked over the back of the couch, the direction he’d turned his head, and saw the desk and wing chairs in front of it were on that side of the room, we were on the other side, where there was yet another seating area by a fireplace.

      So yeah, the guy probably carried me.

      God.

      Excruciating.

      Fitzgibbons was also there, entering the room with a woman at his side.

      He was carrying a first aid kit in one hand, a silver tray with a glass of ice water balanced on the other.

      I was impressed.

      The woman was carrying a basin with a bright white towel folded over the side of it.

      “I’m sorry, but it appears Ms. Dupree is recovering, and now we don’t need any of that,” Battle told his staff.

      “You’re sure?” the woman asked, examining me with kind eyes.

      “We’re sure, Patsy,” Prudence said.

      “You don’t wish for me to call the doctor?” Fitzgibbons asked Battle.

      “No. Apparently, Ms. Dupree has not had a mind to her jetlag,” Battle answered, still in that delicious purr of his, however this time it was incongruously accusatory.

      My attention returned to him.

      He was still speaking.

      “But leave the glass of water.” He shifted to his sisters. “And you three can go. I’ll mind Ms. Dupree. Our business shouldn’t take that long.”

      “Are you sure? I can stay,” Prudence offered to me.

      “I’m fine,” I said at the same time Battle ordered, “Go, Prue.”

      She shot her brother a scrunch-face look that was cute, before she gave me a reassuring smile and pat on the shoulder.

      Chastity and Temperance didn’t need further permission to exit the scene. They were already leaving.

      Patsy was gone, but Fitzgibbons came forward sans the first aid kit and put the glass of water on a leather coaster he unearthed from somewhere so he could set it on the coffee table in front of me.

      “If you need anything, Miss Dupree, simply have His Grace ring,” he encouraged.

      “Thank you, Mr. Fitzgibbons.”

      He smiled kindly, something I thought was really sweet, then he moved away.

      I watched Battle fold his very long body in a leather Queen Anne wing chair that flanked the chesterfield.

      “Better here,” he murmured, crossing his also very long legs. “More informal.”

      “Again, I’m sorry,” I told him, reaching for the water and wondering if I’d paid any attention to hydration the last four days.

      I had not.

      I took a healthy sip.

      “It’s unnecessary for you to keep repeating that,” he replied.

      I stopped drinking and my gaze shot to him at his curt words.

      “I do believe our conversation will be simple and straightforward,” he went on. “Our solicitors have been belaboring this, but I’m certain you and I can come to an understanding.”

      I wasn’t certain of the same thing.

      “I’ve read your work, at least the historicals,” he informed me.

      And goodness, that got another tingle that was both fear and excitement, knowing this man had spent time with my babies.

      The fear was because I hoped he liked them.

      The excitement was just that he’d read them, my words to his eyes.

      For me, this was like this magnificent man had spent hours with me.

      He continued talking. “You have a flair for the dramatic, which obviously makes these books marketable, but a bent toward historical accuracy.”

      Well, if that didn’t deflate my balloon, primarily the cold way he laid it on me.

      “This is rather the point of a book written in the historical fiction genre,” I pointed out.

      “However, as my family’s history is what you’ll be writing about next, I don’t think my demands are that far-fetched,” he stated like I didn’t speak.

      Oh yes.

      This was what our solicitors had been “belaboring.”

      This is your host. Keep your cool, Vivi, keep your cool.

      I took another sip of water then set it down and turned fully toward the duke.

      I then took a moment to let my retinas recover from looking at the man full face.

      Only then did I share, “As you’re not a writer, I can understand how you might feel that way. What I need for you to understand is that what you’re requesting is categorically not something any writer can abide.”

      “And if you were to have a book written about you, would you not request to have final approval of what’s published?”

      I shrugged. “To be honest, unless it was something libelous, I wouldn’t have any choice. However, the only choice I’d have was after publication, suing if it was libelous, but the book would still already have been published.”

      “As we don’t have a choice,” he agreed. “Although it would be difficult for you to write with your exacting precision if you don’t have access to my family’s papers.”

      Mm-hm.

      This was exactly what our solicitors had been “belaboring.”

      “I do believe it’s been communicated to you that this book is not going to be about any living Talyn. In other words, it won’t be about you at all.”

      “Any Talyn, living or dead, is mine to protect,” he returned.

      “All right, if you’re worried about Prudence’s idea of a curse⁠—”

      He threw both hands out to his sides. “There is no curse. Prue has always had an overactive imagination.”

      I got the sense Chastity didn’t dismiss the whole curse thing.

      But this wasn’t about the curse.

      I sought patience and clarified my position.

      “As has been explained to you through your solicitors, my goal is to write a novel, loosely based on the Burleigh Duchy and The Downs, but mostly a fictionalized account of how the generations that experienced staggering advancement in a very short period of time adjusted to that advancement, correlating it to the times we’re in now, where we’re experiencing the same thing. With the central story being about Harmony and Charlie, albeit mostly fictionalized since, so far, we only have his letters from her, and that doesn’t explain much of anything. However, even if I uncovered more, as this was clearly mostly a clandestine relationship, until Harmony asked her father’s permission to marry Charlie, I doubt there’s very much to find. Unless Harmony’s letters from Charlie are discovered, and even then, the bulk of the love affair will have to come from my imagination. This is hardly going to paint the Talyns in an unflattering light. Even your great-great grandfather was acting in the manner of a man of his time, that being for the protection of his daughter.”

      “Be that as it may⁠—”

      I interrupted him this time, and I could tell immediately by the flash in his eyes (the glasses were gone, by the way) and the thinning of his full lips, he not only didn’t like it, he wasn’t used to it.

      “Be that as it is, my Lord Duke,” I stated. “That is the book. That’s the outline I sent to my publishers. That’s the contract I signed for a manuscript I received an advance to write for them. And the advance was received. I have a deadline about six months from now I’m obligated to meet. And they, too, aren’t overly thrilled with your demand to have approval of the copy.”

      “Then perhaps you should have finalized arrangements with me before you entered into those obligations with your publisher.”

      Was he for real?

      “Are you truly not going to allow me access to your records if you don’t have final approval of the book?” I asked.

      “As my solicitors have asserted in my stead the last two months of negotiations, Ms. Dupree, allow me to communicate it directly to you. No. I am not going to allow you access to our records unless I have final approval of your manuscript.”

      Well.

      Shit.

      I stood, and I did it angrier than I ever thought I’d been in all my life.

      One could say I had a temper, but if that one knew me, they’d also say it was rare it reared its unpleasant head because I was usually pretty chill.

      Now, I was not.

      I was also freaked, because no way could I grant approval, and I had to write this book.

      But who knew what his approval could mean.

      He could scrap the whole manuscript I spent six months writing. He could decide he’s suddenly a content editor and redline the hell out of it with suggestions of what he’d like to see that had nothing to do with the story that burst forth from me, or nothing to do with bona fide content editing. Or he could see I was telling no lies and have no notes at all.

      This could be a minor inconvenience.

      Or it could be a nightmare.

      What I knew for certain was that I was in a different kind of nightmare.

      I’d sold a book I couldn’t write. Of course, I could, but it wouldn’t be as thoroughly researched as it needed to be.

      I was (mostly) living off my advance.

      So yeah, oh yeah, I was definitely living a nightmare, because this man was being a stubborn ass.

      And it ticked me off.

      He stood when I did.

      And as I tipped my head back to catch his gaze, I declared, “Well, I guess that’s that.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “I’m sorry?”

      “I guess I’m not writing the book.”

      He righted his head but said nothing.

      “I’ll have dinner tonight with you all so I can spend more time with Prudence,” I went on. “Then I’ll get out of your hair tomorrow.”

      Though I had no idea where I’d go, but it seemed I had no choice but to go.

      I was about to walk out of the room when he spoke.

      “You threatening to leave, take yourself from Prudence, truncate this visit she’s been looking forward to for months, is not going to get me to agree to your terms.”

      Of all the…

      “That’s not what I’m doing,” I denied hotly. “As my grandmother always said, fish and guests stink after three days, Your Grace. If I had my nose stuck in journals and letters for two weeks, and you all rarely saw me, that’s one thing. But now I have to figure my shit out, and I have no reason to be here, so I’ll be doing that elsewhere.”

      “And what will Prudence do?”

      “I have a six-month lease on a cottage about an hour away.” That lease started in two weeks, but he didn’t need to know that. “If I have breaks from writing whatever I’m going to need to talk my publishers into wanting to publish, she and I can take some day jaunts.”

      His attractive chin jerked into his corded-with-muscle neck, and he said, “Day jaunts?” like I suggested Prudence and I fly to Australia to have lunch on a cruise of Sydney Harbor and then fly back.

      “Day jaunts,” I reiterated.

      “Except to go to the village, Prue hasn’t left this estate in six years.”

      I blinked.

      And then I said, “But just at tea, she said we had to go to Glastonbury.”

      Suddenly, it looked like he was seeing me.

      Of course, it wasn’t as if he didn’t know I was in the same room for the last however long we’d been in the same room.

      But now, for some reason, he was seeing me.

      “She hasn’t left The Downs or the village in six years?” I asked softly.

      “I take it in your online friendship, she didn’t share that with you,” he replied.

      Perhaps we were getting somewhere, and his mention of “your online friendship” was what made me wonder if he thought I was some kind of reprobate, using a relationship I formed with Prudence to get through the front door so I could steal the family silver.

      “No, she didn’t share that,” I informed him. “Is she…” I looked to the door and again to him. “Is she okay?”

      “As years passed, Prue’s world narrowed. I don’t fully understand it. Tempie doesn’t. Nor does Chastity. It’s concerned us, she only felt safe in this house and its surroundings. Both my sisters talked to her. It makes Prue uncomfortable. So they stopped talking to her.”

      “And have you talked to her?” I asked.

      “I don’t need to talk to her.”

      Okay.

      I was getting mad again.

      It wasn’t my business, but Prudence was a friend. If that friendship formed online or not, she was still my friend, and if she was dealing with something so huge she’d made herself a kind of hermit, well…

      “Why not?” I demanded.

      “Because Prue has always been what many consider odd.”

      Oh dear.

      I was getting madder.

      “She’s always had her head in the clouds,” he continued. “She’s clumsy. She gets distracted easily. She enjoys reading far too much, drawing even more, she lives in imaginary worlds most of the time, and she has far too many pets. If I allowed it, the place would be crawling with animals. As it is, she has six cats.”

      Six?

      Normally, that was a lot.

      In a house with more than a hundred rooms that sat on more than five hundred acres, not so much.

      I hoped I got to meet them before I left.

      “As such, she was bullied at school,” Battle carried on, making my heart squeeze. “Brutally,” he added, making that squeeze tighten. “Our father thought it best not to intervene. He believed it would toughen her up. And therefore, it never stopped. As such, it went on for years.”

      Again, with the getting madder, just this time, not at him.

      “But instead, it made the interesting girl, the one who wasn’t like all the other girls, she was better, precisely because she wasn’t like all the other girls, feel weird, wrong,” I deduced, and I kept on deducing. “And to protect herself from a world that doesn’t understand her, she’s allowed her world to become one that does. This house and the village.”

      He jutted his chin. “Precisely.”

      “Has she seen a therapist?”

      “And how, exactly, do we tell our sister we think she needs a therapist when we don’t want her to feel she’s strange, or worse, feel we think she is, when we don’t, but she’ll take it that way?” he retorted.

      He had a point.

      Slowly, I looked to the door again, my heart still hurting for Prudence, though, on the flipside, much of her behavior was now explained.

      I went back to him when he ordered, “Stay the two weeks.”

      “Without the book to work on, I’m not sure I’d be comfortable doing that. Although you might not feel my friendship with Prudence is real, it is. However, we still just met, and I don’t know any of the rest of you at all.”

      “Then please explain further why you would take such a drastic step to scuttle this book you so wish to write when I’m simply asking to protect my family’s reputation.”

      “I would think that’s obvious.”

      “Since I’ve been clear it’s not, humor me.”

      Okay, was it just me?

      Or was this guy an arrogant ass?

      “Because I can’t spend six months on a book you scupper within weeks of deadline,” I explained.

      “You have an editor, yes?”

      “Of course.”

      “And you make changes he suggests.”

      “She suggests, sure. But not all of them. Though I take them into account.”

      “Is this not the same thing I’m requesting, however, likely with a much lighter hand?”

      “I don’t know,” I returned. “Can you promise you’ll have a light hand?”

      His natural purr was a scoff when he replied, “I don’t want to write the book for you, Ms. Dupree.”

      “And I’m afraid you’re asking me to give you permission to do a version of that by giving you the power to decide if it’ll be published or not. By giving you the power to stamp it approved or denied after I’ve finished it. I don’t know you. Maybe you have a creative outlet. If you don’t, then allow me to educate you, just writing it knowing what might happen at the end will impede my creativity. Every writer has a different process. For me, my characters exist, not just the historical ones, the fictional ones too. The story is already there, real, even if the fictional part exists in my imagination. My part is to breathe life into the characters and their story. If I’m not free to breathe, how am I going to tell the story?”

      “Perhaps we could come to a compromise?” he suggested.

      “And that would be?” I asked warily.

      “You share each chapter after it’s written. I’ll read it, and if something is concerning me, we’ll discuss it immediately in order that you don’t move forward worrying about what might befall the final manuscript. I would assume, after a few chapters, we would be on the same page and this process would become routine. Obviously, I’d want a final read through, but that should be no issue if you don’t change anything or add anything in between.”

      I’d never done anything like this.

      So could I do this?

      To buy time to make a decision, I asked, “Would you want some kind of acknowledgement or something?”

      “Hell no,” he answered so forcefully, I was now pissed that he clearly didn’t want anyone to know he’d had any part of one of my babies.

      “Well, I wouldn’t wish to insult you by giving the reading world an indication you had anything to do with one of my books,” I said snottily.

      “Again, I’m not writing your book for you, Ms. Dupree. I don’t need an acknowledgement.”

      “You could just say, ‘thank you for mentioning that, but it won’t be necessary,’” I retorted.

      “I see I’ve offended you,” he murmured, and I’d always thought brown eyes were warm and gentle, but this guy managed to make his condescending and haughty.

      “This is what I do for a living, Your Grace. I’m proud of doing it. So, you saying,” I mimicked his forceful, “‘hell no’ at being offered an acknowledgement, uh, yeah, that’s offensive. Most people think an acknowledgement is an honor.”

      “I only meant to say that’s not necessary. And my name is Battle.”

      I ignored the invite to call him by his Christian name and retorted, “Well, as I just said, you could have said that.”

      He sighed before he requested, “Allow me to understand what’s happening here. We were at an impasse, one that was rather calamitous for you. I offered a compromise as a solution to our differences, which would allow you to write the book you’ve been contracted to write. And now you haven’t addressed my suggested compromise because you’re angry I don’t want an acknowledgement I don’t deserve because I won’t be contributing to your writing, simply approving if the direction you’re going works for the Talyn legacy.”

      Ulk.

      It stunk that he was right in pointing out I was being unreasonable.

      He was still kind of a dick.

      I shifted to the matter at hand.

      “I’ve never written that way,” I told him. “But it would be vastly preferrable to completing the project and having you nix it.”

      “Then we’re agreed,” he said with strained patience.

      “I guess,” I replied.

      “Excellent. Shall I have my solicitors draw it up?”

      “Can we agree that this verbal agreement holds while that’s happening so I can get to work tomorrow?”

      He shook his head and crossed his arms on his chest. “Unnecessary. They’ll have the agreement ready before dinner. Simply meet me here, you can sign, and I’ll escort you to cocktails.”

      If they could pull that off, one could say his attorneys worked fast.

      “I’ll have to read it,” I warned.

      “As it’ll probably be a single page, I doubt that will take long.”

      “If there’s something fishy, I’ll want my agent to look over it.”

      He let out a beleaguered breath. “There won’t be anything fishy about it, Vivienne.”

      Oh Lord.

      That purr gliding over my name?

      It was the single most beautiful thing to ever hit my ears.

      Shit.

      “Okay, fine. We have an agreement,” I conceded.

      He uncrossed his arms and offered me his hand to shake, stating, “Brilliant.”

      Considering I passed out when I first laid eyes on him, I was more than a little scared to touch him.

      I did it anyway, putting my hand in his, watching and feeling his long, strong fingers curl around, annnnnnnnnnd…

      Yep.

      An electric pulse shot up my arm from our connection, exploding at my shoulder and scattering deliciously across my back, neck and chest.

      Fortuitously, I didn’t slide into unconsciousness at the contact, but this was partly because he broke our connection, his focus on our hands, his brows inching together in confusion, like he felt it too.

      “I think now, I should go lay down for a little while,” I whispered like I couldn’t talk louder (and I couldn’t because…what the hell was going on?).

      “I believe that’s for the best.”

      He shifted, and since I didn’t, he raised his arm for me to precede him, so I did.

      I also tried to salvage this situation by saying, “I appreciate you coming up with a compromise.”

      Under his breath, he replied, “If I was a diarist, I’d tally this as one of the few instances a female could agree to such a thing, albeit not without some headache.”

      And thus, I stopped dead. “Pardon me?”

      His patronizing brown eyes came to mine. “We have a détente, Vivienne. It’s lasted all of two minutes. How about we nurture it for a bit longer?”

      “A good way to do that is not to mutter about women not being able to compromise. We can compromise.”

      His wide, burgundy-cashmere-sweater-covered chest expanded before he released another beleaguered sigh.

      All right.

      What was I doing?

      This was my host.

      Sure, he was kind of an asshole, but I was going to be living under his roof, eating his food, reading all about his family history, and he’d come up with a doable compromise so I wouldn’t be thrown into a career tailspin that would have my agent and editor hunting me down to strangle me.

      “Okay, yes, you’re right,” I said swiftly. “Détente, Duke.”

      He scowled at me, and let me tell you, the man could scowl.

      It was gorgeous, and petrifying.

      “You could fortify that by calling me by my bloody name,” he said.

      “Of course,” I mumbled.

      “Are you always this disagreeable?” he asked irately.

      I opened my mouth to retort.

      Then I closed it.

      He watched my mouth doing that, something I hoped he never did again because my nipples liked it way too much.

      And then he said, “Good idea.”

      Uh-oh.

      My mouth again opened immediately to retort.

      His gaze came to mine, and I didn’t miss the dare in his eyes.

      This is my host. This is my host. This is my host!

      I shut my mouth again.

      Luckily, he didn’t gloat.

      Instead, he indicated the smart unit on his desk and said, “You can intercom me when you’re ready for dinner. I’ll have the agreement ready for your perusal and signature.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Did you carry me to the couch?”

      His head ticked before he replied, “I thought it better than leaving you lying on the floor.”

      I was never eating another dessert again.

      “Well, thank you for that too,” I said, and I felt badly, because even I could hear it was begrudgingly.

      His beautiful mouth moved, and I watched in no small amount of fascination, because his mouth was beautiful, but also because I thought he might smile.

      He didn’t.

      He prompted, “You were going to rest before dinner?”

      “Right,” I muttered.

      “Until then, Vivienne.”

      My purred name again.

      God!

      I just waved.

      And got the hell out of there.

    



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ebook-cover.jpg
A MANORS AND MYSTERIES ROMANCE NOVEL

INT D N A D T L

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-abc-screen.png






OEBPS/images/perfectineveryway-titlepage.jpg
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/rockchickpresslogo.jpg
V

ROCK CHICK

P RES S





