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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Each book in the Desperately Seeking Duke series tells the story of a couple: Max and Bianca (About a Rogue), Drew and Ilsa (A Scot to the Heart), Will and Philippa (All the Duke I Need), as well as Agnes and Felix (How the Scot Was Won), and Kit and Jennie (About a Kiss). I wanted to tell their romances completely, and I hope readers ended each book knowing that particular couple had found their happily-ever-after.

      But.

      This series is about more than three couples with a common name. It has always been about a family—a family who suffered terrible losses and heartaches as well as immense joy and love. A family led by an indomitable woman trying to navigate increasingly difficult and heartrending circumstances, and mostly succeeding, simply because she would not allow herself to fail. I opened with the duchess on one of her darkest days, the death of her youngest child, and I wanted to end with the duchess, on a far happier day.

      In addition, there were scenes I could not add to the individual books because they would have been spoilers, or they would have added too many pages, or because they weren’t about any of the main couples. I wanted to revisit the characters from earlier books when they learned who would inherit the dukedom, and see how they were getting on a year or more after the end of their story. These scenes didn’t fit in the context of any one book, but they add something to the overall series.

      So here is the epilogue to the Desperately Seeking Duke series. I hope I’ve answered most of your questions here (no, I am not planning to write a book about Jack, but I’m thrilled so many people want more of him). Thank you, dear reader, for reading along, and I hope you’ve come to love this family as much as I do.

      

      
        
        ~Caroline
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            Edinburgh

          

        

      

    

    
      It was by all appearances an ordinary trial in the Court of Justiciary in Edinburgh.

      At one table, the Lord Advocate, prosecutor for the Crown, leaned back in his chair, looking eminently satisfied. The case before the court looked very clear: a common fence from Glasgow, charged with receiving goods stolen from Edinburgh merchants over the last several months. The accused, Adam Fergusson, had been named by the admitted thieves; some of the stolen goods had been found in his home; and he looked the part, long-faced and pale with small dark eyes that darted around constantly.

      Mr. Campbell, the Lord Advocate, had already presented the case against Fergusson. Every witness had been unequivocal. Campbell had been overheard telling his clerk they would have the man convicted by dinner.

      Felix Duncan got to his feet and smoothed down his robe to present the case for the defense.

      A very pretty young lady with a generous bosom was his first witness. She smiled, showing her dimples, at the clerk who guided her to the witness stand, and two of the judges sat up a little straighter.

      “I am Magdalen Fergusson, sister of Adam Fergusson,” she said, her voice clear and sweet in the crowded courtroom. “I have known him all my life and kept house for him these last three years in Paisley, neither of us being married.

      “One day this January past, I was at home with him when some gentlemen came to call. One of them was an old friend of my brother’s whom I had met before, Mr. Tom Browne.” She paused, her chin trembling. “He was a very bad influence on Adam, tempting him into gambling and drinking and such. I never liked to see him come.”

      The Lord Advocate yawned. Tom Browne and Edward Stephens had been arrested as part of a ring of thieves terrorizing Edinburgh. Browne had turned on his fellow thieves in exchange for a King’s Pardon, and Stephens had already been found guilty and sentenced to hang. The ringleader of the thieves, William Fletcher, would have suffered the same, had he not fled town and washed up dead in the River Clyde.

      Felix gave Campbell a reproving glance. “Pray continue, Miss Fergusson.”

      She nodded solemnly. “Mr. Browne and the other fellows came to our house several times, always bringing parcels which they asked Adam to hold for them.” She turned toward the judges imploringly. “My brother is a good and decent man, and he wanted no trouble! He acted only to help an old friend, but I always knew that Tom Browne to be a bad sort. He were the one who brought the others to our house, those thieves. Adam is guilty of nothing but excessive affection for an old friend, and of trusting too much in the word of a lying traitor.”

      Campbell rose. “What was in these parcels, Miss Fergusson?” So far it appeared she’d come to confirm her brother’s guilt, and he flashed a vaguely impatient glance at Felix.

      “Why, I’ve no idea.” Miss Fergusson opened her big blue eyes wide, the picture of innocence. “None of them told me, sir, and Adam didn’t look. That would be betraying a confidence, and Adam’s an honest fellow.”

      Felix was impressed in spite of himself. This woman should be on the stage. Campbell sat down and bent over his papers.

      “I advised Adam to have nothing to do with them, but then one of the gentlemen went out of his way to win my regard. He began to bring me gifts, sir, and I—” She stopped, her chin wobbling. “I was taken in by his cruel lies, Your Honors!”

      One of the gentlemen of the jury stirred. “What nature of gifts?”

      Magdalen Fergusson bit her plump, pink lip. A tear hung from her long eyelashes. “Three gold rings, and a pair of shoe buckles. Some bolts of silk. I had two of them made up into dresses.”

      “You claim your brother did not open the parcels these men left with him. Are you certain of that?” asked Felix.

      “Of course Adam wouldn’t,” she exclaimed. “Mr. Hewitt’s not a man to cross!”

      A stir rippled through the courtroom. The Lord Advocate’s head came up.

      “Mr. Hewitt?” Felix furrowed his brow. “Do you not mean Edward Stephens, or William Fletcher?”

      She shook her head. “No, sir. Mr. Liam Hewitt. He and Tom Browne were thick as thieves, and they were the men who brought those parcels to our home.”

      Mr. Campbell was on his feet again as whispers swept the courtroom. “How did you know it was Liam Hewitt?”

      “Why, he gave me his name as such, and Mr. Browne called him by it. I will describe him. He is about twenty-six years old, moderately tall, with brown hair and light brown eyes but much darker eyebrows. And—” She blushed again. “He has a crescent-shaped scar upon his chest, here.” She drew one hand down her throat to lay it on her left breast, capturing every man’s eye.

      Mr. Campbell seemed stunned speechless, or perhaps was simply mesmerized by the way she touched her breast.

      “Miss Fergusson, do you mean to suggest Mr. Hewitt was involved in the recent burglaries in Edinburgh?” demanded one of the judges.

      “Involved! Why, he planned them,” she said, eyes wide and innocent. “He boasted of it to me, and he said we would be married so that I would never have to say a word against him in court.”

      The stir became a dull roar. Campbell shot an accusing glare at Felix, who kept his somber, slightly troubled expression in place.

      “How do you know Hewitt planned the robberies?” demanded someone from the jury.

      “He told me how he did it. He was very proud of it.” Miss Fergusson turned a guileless gaze upon the judges. “He took the spare keys from the shops when no one was looking and made false keys from them. He’s one of the best locksmiths in Mr. Fletcher’s cabinetry shop, he said.”

      “Wait, wait!” Campbell howled. “Mr. Hewitt is not on trial!”

      “Perhaps he should be,” said Felix sotto voce.

      The Lord Justice-Clerk held up his hands, scowling. “Miss Fergusson, confine your statement to this case.”

      She nodded. “As you wish, Your Lordship. I only thought you should know who broke into all those shops and stole all those things, because it’s not right that Mr. Stephens will hang for them and Mr. Hewitt, who induced him to do it, is a free man, able to take up robbing and stealing again at any moment.”

      Pandemonium broke out. Spectators were shouting, the clerk of court was calling for order, half the gentlemen of the jury were on their feet, pointing and arguing, and the judges were huddled together in furious conference.

      The Lord Advocate gave Felix a withering look and leaned toward him. “I do not appreciate being ambushed, Mr. Duncan.”

      “I did try to speak to the Sheriff, but he refused to see me,” returned Felix. “I suspect he will now.”

      Campbell snorted. “When did you approach him?”

      “Yesterday.” Felix held up one hand at the Lord Advocate’s growl. “Miss Fergusson was hesitant to speak against a man not under arrest, and only decided she must when she saw the peril her brother was in.”

      “So this is a woman spurned?” Campbell eyed her. Magdalen Fergusson still stood in the witness box, looking like innocence betrayed.

      “A woman deceived and abused, coming virtuously to the aid of justice,” corrected Felix. “How do you think she knows what scar Hewitt has on his breast?”

      Campbell sighed. “There’ll be hell to pay over this. Deacon Fletcher was all but hanged in effigy for the crime, and now she’s accused someone else entirely!”

      Felix shrugged and began to organize his papers. The judges had withdrawn to discuss what to do, but this would not be sorted out in a brief conference. “Perhaps the Fletcher family will accept an apology from the Crown and sheriff. We’ll call upon you tomorrow, to produce Miss Fergusson’s proof of Hewitt’s guilt.” He paused, as if a thought had just struck him. “If I were you, Mr. Campbell, I’d suggest the sheriff keep an eye on him, to be certain he doesn’t slip through your fingers. Cockburn seems to have trouble keeping track of people.”

      “Aye, aye,” grumbled Campbell. His clerk was already plowing through the seething scrum of people toward Mr. Cockburn, the Sheriff-depute of Edinburgh.

      The judges returned; court was dismissed. One judge, Lord Lindow, gave Felix a penetrating look from the bench. He bowed respectfully.

      Beside Felix, his partner William Hunter shook his head. “Now I see why you took this case. You hardly ever argue criminal cases, but this one… no, this one hopeless case we must take, and drop everything to argue it.”

      Felix didn’t look at him. They both knew very well Adam Fergusson was a longtime fence and petty thief, and his sister had been a willing and able accomplice. She had believed Hewitt’s protestations of affection and intent to marry her, until she reached Edinburgh and tried to see him. Hewitt, it turned out, had another woman in Edinburgh who was pregnant with his child. Felix wondered if the scoundrel had lovers all over Scotland.

      When Magdalen found that out, she’d flown into the sort of fury that made men cower in their boots, and vowed to see Hewitt punished for his crimes. She had the means to do it, too: she’d kept letters and gifts from him, including items stolen from Edinburgh merchants. And she was willing—eager—to show them to the court.

      Felix grinned at his partner. “When have you seen this much excitement in court?”

      Hunter had to laugh. “Never!”

      A man forged through the crowd toward them, a triumphant look on his face. Michael Oliphant was the attorney Adam Fergusson had originally retained, until Magdalen arrived in Edinburgh for the trial two days ago and discovered her lover’s betrayal. Oliphant wasn’t stupid; the moment Magdalen came into his office, breathing fire over Hewitt’s faithlessness and swearing she would see him hanged, he sent a man to Felix.

      Deacon Fletcher, the supposed head of the thieving ring, had left behind a daughter Ilsa, who was now married to Felix’s brother-in-law. Not only that, Ilsa was dear friends with Felix’s wife Agnes. Ilsa refused to believe her father was a thief, and Agnes loyally supported her. When Oliphant’s clerk showed up in his office offering a chance to clear Fletcher’s name, Felix put off all his other clients and leapt on it.

      “Brilliant!” Oliphant clapped his shoulder. “Half the people in the Tolbooth prison will be clamoring for you, after this.”

      Felix grinned. “You haven’t won Fergusson’s case yet.”

      “Oh, I daresay the Sheriff and the Lord Advocate will be willing to strike a deal now,” said Oliphant easily.

      “Jump to it, man.” Felix glanced back at Magdalen, finally being helped from the witness box by a solicitous member of the jury. “She’ll come for you next, if you don’t.”

      As he turned to go, Felix glanced upward at the spectator gallery. A tall, spare man dressed all in black sat in the front row, his hands clasped on the head of his cane, as calm as everyone else was agitated. He tipped his head in salute.

      Felix hid his surprise and returned the nod. His father had finally come to see him argue a case.

      

      The tap on the door came ten minutes after she’d closed the shop. Louisa St. James bustled through the quiet salon to peek around the curtain.

      She recognized the man outside, and hastily turned the key in the lock. Since they’d been robbed several months ago, she kept the doors securely bolted whenever she was alone in the shop, as she was now.

      “Come in, sir,” she said, opening the door.

      Lord Lachlan Duncan stepped in, removing his hat. “Good evening, madam.”

      “Is aught amiss with Felix or Agnes?” she asked curiously. Her eldest daughter, Agnes, had married Lord Duncan’s son, Felix, and moved into his rooms in Burnet’s Close. They had finally located a house and were preparing to move; that was what brought Louisa back into the shop she’d handed over to her daughter two months previously. Agnes was busy packing, and Louisa was behind the familiar counter for a week.

      “Nay, not at all.” He turned the hat around in his hands. The judge was a lean man, as tall as his son, but far more somber. “I came to tell you he did well in his case today.”

      Louisa waited expectantly.

      Lord Duncan cleared his throat. “He represented a man accused of receiving stolen property, goods stolen from a number of merchants in Edinburgh. A quantity of jewelry, some tea… some bolts of silk.”

      She went rigid. That silk had been stolen from this shop. The theft had terrified her; the thieves had shattered every glass cabinet and shredded several bolts of expensive cloth. She’d had nightmares about it for months, even after arrests had been made.

      “I don’t wish to alarm you,” the judge hastened to say. His brilliant blue eyes scanned her face. “I only thought you might wish to know… The defendant’s sister gave testimony about the men who brought the stolen goods to their home.”

      “Browne,” said Louisa through stiff lips. “Stephens.” She had to swallow. “And Deacon Fletcher.”

      “Aye, Browne and Stephens.” The judge nodded. “Not Fletcher, though. Mr. Liam Hewitt.”

      It took a moment to register. Louisa blinked. “Not—not Deacon Fletcher?”

      When Deacon Fletcher had been accused of being the mastermind of the thieves’ ring, he’d fled—Ilsa had gone after him, and Andrew had gone after her, bringing suspicion down on all of them.

      Which was rubbish, of course. Andrew had nothing to do with the robberies. Ilsa still proclaimed her father’s innocence, but she’d given quite a bit of money to victims of the robberies. Louisa knew because Felix had handled it for Ilsa. It had seemed the entire ordeal was at a sad end.

      But this… She pressed a hand to her throat. “What does that mean? Mr. Hewitt was also involved?”

      Lord Duncan hesitated. “I believe,” he said slowly, “that it means the deacon was wrongly accused. There was no established connection between Fletcher and either Browne or Stephens, but Hewitt was a well-known companion to both of them. Hewitt was a wright and locksmith in Fletcher’s workshop, with the same skills the Deacon might have had. And I understand there is a nefarious connection between him and Fletcher as well, giving him a motive to cause harm to the Deacon’s good name.”

      Louisa said nothing. Hewitt was Fletcher’s natural son, but unacknowledged, and he’d harbored some resentment toward Ilsa because of it. Andrew had told her in strictest confidence, as a warning to avoid the man.

      The judge cleared his throat. “In any event, the witness gave enough evidence to spur an inquiry into Mr. Hewitt’s actions and connections to the robberies. Mr. Cockburn, the sheriff, will not like being made to look a fool. He will be thorough.”

      He didn’t add “this time,” but they both understood it.

      She nodded. “Thank you for coming to warn me.”

      “I expect they will act with more discretion and honor now.” Lord Duncan tilted his head, watching her closely. “You must tell me if they do not.”

      She mustered a smile. “I suppose they will want to speak to Andrew and Ilsa again?” She bit her lip. “Poor Ilsa, to have it all dragged up again when her father’s dead and cannot know he was exonerated.”

      “One hopes the clearing of his name will offer her some solace.”

      Louisa nodded. On impulse she touched his sleeve. “Thank you, sir. It restores my faith in the good men of Edinburgh.”

      He seemed mesmerized by the sight of her hand on his arm. “Are you still planning to remove to London, Mrs. St. James?”

      “Remove!” She gave a little laugh. “Nay. A visit only, next spring. My younger daughters are wild to see it, and now that Agnes has taken control of the shop, I confess that a holiday south has some appeal. But only for a few months,” she ended with a smile. “I’m a Scotswoman, through and through.”

      He nodded. “Very good.”

      For a moment they stood in silence.

      “May I walk you home?” he asked abruptly.

      Louisa’s brows went up. “Now?”

      He wouldn’t look at her. “If you are ready to leave, yes.”

      She folded her arms. “Why would you want to do that?”

      Since his son had married her daughter, Louisa and the judge had become well acquainted. They liked many of the same books, although the judge rolled his eyes at the romantic novels Louisa and her daughters read and she had little interest in his legal tomes. They both liked good wine and a well-laid table, chamber music and walks in the heather. She had invited him to accompany her to botanical lectures, and he’d offered to teach her how to play golf—several times. Since he’d finally gone to a lecture, she supposed it was time for her to learn golf. He was intelligent, with a sharp, quick humor and a keen, practical sense of responsibility. She liked him very much.

      His mouth thinned. “Do you not want me to?”

      “I wish to know why you want to.”

      The judge put back his shoulders and faced her as gravely as he might have passed sentence from the bench. “I admire you, madam, very much. It would bring me great pleasure to offer you my arm this evening.”

      She pursed her lips. “And would you be coming in for a bite of dinner and a glass of wine when we get there?”
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