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      “How do you do? My name is Mrs. Nellwyn Richardson. But you may call me Mrs. Nell Richardson.”

      As if scolding her for disturbing its peace, the little gray squirrel in the tree above her chattered with a swish of its tail. With a final reprimand, it wrinkled its nose and escaped to a higher branch. No doubt to escape Nell’s happiness.

      Nell tilted her head to the sky and laughed as the summer sun enveloped her in its warmth. She was being completely ridiculous and enjoying every minute. Yes, she was the only one on this path as she walked to her summer home, and yes, she was the only one chatting to a squirrel, but she had the best excuse in the entire world to act this way.

      It wasn’t every day that the man you were in love with asked you to marry him.

      She sighed as she skipped down the lane. She couldn’t help but feel jubilant. She’d been in love with James Richardson since she was thirteen. That was eight years ago, but their love still felt as fresh and vibrant as a new blooming rose.

      Nell picked up her pace. The first thing she’d do when she arrived home was to find her father and inform him that James would call later in the day. She had no hesitation whatsoever that her father would be pleased. James wasn’t just a land steward to the Duke of Darnley. Though James wasn’t part of the ton, he was the duke’s beloved nephew. It was a good match for her, even if she was a viscount’s daughter. Her parents would bless their union, and she and James could announce the banns starting this weekend in the village parish.

      It was everything she’d ever wanted. They’d be married by the end of the summer.

      As the house came into view, a strange cart and a sleek carriage were parked in her family’s circular drive. Several men were in the cart, unloading items of furniture and trunks. Strange, but her father hadn’t mentioned acquiring new furniture for their summer estate. As she closed the distance to the house, the more frantic the scene appeared. Her mother’s soulful sobs resonated through the air.

      Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      Fearful that a catastrophe had befallen one of her family members, Nell started to run. As soon as she entered the circular drive, she drew to a halt. The door to their home stood open, and a man exited carrying the pitcher and basin that had been in her room. The family heirloom had been a gift from her grandmother when she was a young girl. Nell’s gaze shot to the carriage where several men were loading the paintings from her father’s study. 

      “Where have you been? No doubt with that boy,” her father exclaimed as he rushed out the door to meet her. Her handsome father’s face flushed bright red, and his brow glistened with beaded sweat. When he reached her, he took her hands in his and squeezed. “Never mind that. You’re finally here, thank heavens. There are more important things to consider.”

      “What is happening?” She focused on another man as he threw her mother’s formal gowns into the cart. Her mother’s lady’s maid would be frantic if she saw how they treated the expensive garments. “Are we moving?”

      Her father bowed his head and squeezed her hands harder.

      “You’re scaring me,” Nell murmured.

      “You might as well know the truth, especially since I’m going to ask you to save the family.” He lifted his teary-eyed gaze to hers.

      When Nell saw the tears well, she gasped, “Papa?” She had never seen him cry before.

      “Your mother is in a bit of a quandary. She played quite deep the last time we were in London.” He grimaced.

      “Played what?” Nell asked.

      “Card games.”

      Nell’s eyes widened. “As in gambling?”

      Her father nodded again.

      This was the first she’d ever heard of her mother gambling. “I didn’t even know she knew how to play such games.”

      Her father shrugged slightly.

      “When you said ‘deep,’ what did you mean?” Nell asked as another man placed the sterling silver place settings in the cart.

      “In Dun territory.”

      Another of her mother’s screeches rent the air. “Not my jewelry!”

      Nell bit her lip. At the assemblies she had attended, she had heard rumors of men who had risked and lost everything to gambling. Newgate Prison didn’t care whether you were part of the ton or not; if you owed money and couldn’t pay it, you were vulnerable. She swallowed the bile rising in her throat, but she had never heard of a woman facing such a future. Nell’s head suddenly throbbed with a relentless beat as she realized the implications of her father’s admission. Her family, including her sister and herself, was ruined. No one of good standing would want anything to do with them. 

      How would she explain this to James? He might renege on his proposal. She smoothed her hand down her stomach, in an effort to keep a level head and scolded herself silently. He would never do that to her. “Are we ruined?”

      “No,” her father said, shaking his head so adamantly it was a wonder it didn’t fly off his head. “That is, we are not, if you help.”

      Instantly wary of the look of desperation in her father’s eyes, Nell took a step back. “How can I help?”

      Her father pointed to the black lacquer carriage with a matching set of four black horses that stood behind the cart. The crest was instantly recognizable. It belonged to the Marquess of Whitton, a wealthy and influential nobleman who lived about five miles away from them. 

      “The marquess is inside my study. Waiting for you.” Her father cleared his throat. “You should hear what he has to say.”

      “I’ve only met him once or twice. Why would he want to have a conversation with me?” Her voice quivered, betraying her nervousness.

      With a benevolent smile, her father patted her shoulder. “He wants to marry you. He doesn’t care that you don’t have a dowry.”

      Her heart raced, and for a moment, she was certain she was going to cast up her accounts. “What do you mean there’s no dowry?”

      “It’s gone to pay your mother’s debts.” Her father grimaced. “There was no other option.

      Nell shook her head. This couldn’t be happening. Not to her. Not on the happiest days of her entire life. “I’m marrying James,” she murmured.

      “Sweetheart, think of your mother. If not her, think of your sister. Christa will  be utterly ruined before she attends her first Season.” When he swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbed. “I’ll be thrown in prison. The family’s entire future depends upon you to do the right thing.” His brow furrowed into neat lines as he gazed at the house. “If you refuse, I suppose I could broach the subject to see if the marquess would be interested in Christa.”

      “My sister is six years younger than I am. She is not old enough to marry,” Nell hissed.

      “But you are. Your mother thinks this is a blessing.”

      Nell wanted to roll her eyes. That wasn’t the whole truth. What she really wanted to do was shake her fist at the heavens and scream. She wanted to run to James and hide away from this nightmare.

      Instead, her father took her arm and pulled her toward the house. “Just hear what he has to say.”

      After her father quickly excused himself from the room, Nell found herself seated on the sofa in her father’s study. The Marquess of Whitton stood before the fireplace and rested one elbow on the mantle.

      “Has your father explained why I’m here?” The marquess’s deep voice reverberated around the room. As he regarded her, she did the same to him. He was an older gentleman, probably the same age as her father. With black hair that glistened with silver at the temples, others would consider him handsome.

      But nothing like her James.

      “Only that you wanted to speak of matrimony.” Nell studied her hands clasped in her lap. “My lord, you should know that I’m going to marry James Richardson.”

      “The Duke of Darnley’s nephew.” The marquess lowered his voice. “I suspected as much.” Before Nell could ask more, he came forward and sat in the sofa opposite of her. Like a lion surveying his kingdom, he rested his arm on the back of the sofa. “Well, I won’t make this painful for either of us.” He leaned forward and smiled. “Did you know that your mother has debts she cannot pay, and her creditors want their money today?”

      Nell shook her head as humiliation licked her cheeks. “I just learned of that fact.”

      “Bloody hell,” the marquess said under his breath. He exhaled and regarded her. “I apologize for my words. Your parents have left it up to me to explain everything.”

      Nell forced herself to hold his gaze. “Nothing was ever mentioned about my mother gambling. Nor have I ever heard it discussed. Perhaps there’s been a mistake.” She could only pray that was the answer to the dilemma she found herself in.

      The marquess smiled slightly. Sympathy cast his kind, brown eyes in a warm glow. “There’s been no mistake, Nellwyn. People in London know that your mother cannot turn away from a game table. The higher the stakes, the more she insists upon participating.”

      Another wave of humiliation washed over Nell. How could her mother have been so reckless with the family’s money? She had to believe that it wouldn’t matter to James if she didn’t have a dowry. 

      “There’s no dowry,” she said softly.

      “Nellwyn, look at me.”

      Nell swallowed, then forced herself to meet his gaze.

      “Your sister doesn’t have one either. If you marry me, I’ll ensure that you and she will be cared for.” He waved his hand around the room. “I’ll ensure that all of this goes away. I can pay your mother’s debt, and all the family’s belongings will be returned, including yours. All you have to do is say yes.”

      Frozen, Nell couldn’t say more.

      She couldn’t say no.

      Nor could she say yes.

      “Your father will likely go to debtor’s prison for your mother’s debts. Your sister will be ruined. You’ll be ruined. Once this becomes public knowledge, Mr. Richardson will likely walk away from you.”

      A silent tear cascaded down her cheek. Angrily, she wiped it away. Her heart was breaking, leaking every bit of happiness she’d felt earlier. Her future? She had none. What had been the best day of her life had turned into the worst. She never could have imagined that her life would lead her down this path.

      She sobbed quietly.

      “There, there, my dear.” The marquess came to her side and awkwardly wrapped his arm around her. “I promise you that if you say yes, you’ll want for nothing. I like to consider myself a kind and honorable man. As my wife, you’ll have my utmost respect and affection.”

      After several moments that seemed to stretch into hours, the marquess slowly stood and faced her. “I won’t force you. If you say no, I’ll leave immediately.”

      No more words had to be spoken. They both knew that if he left, her entire family would be destroyed.

      An image of her darling sister raced through her thoughts. If Nell sacrificed her happiness, she could ensure Christa would not suffer. Her sweet little sister was innocent and shouldn’t have to suffer for their parents’ actions. If Nell said yes, then the marquess had promised to protect Christa.

      But Nell shouldn’t have to suffer either. But what choice did she have? Either her family or Nell’s future was destroyed. That was the choice. Her throat felt raw, but she forced herself to ask again. “And you’ll take care of Christa?”

      He nodded solemnly.

      As she stood, her eyes burned with unshed tears. How did the best day of her life turn into a nightmare? She summoned the strength to say no. This was her life, not her parents’ right to decide her future. But the image of Christa snuggling with Nell in bed on Christmas morning barged into her thoughts. Christa would whisper excitedly about what the day would bring. She’s talk about her hopes and dreams for the new year. Nell always wanted the best for her little sister. She deserved it just as Nell didn’t deserve this proposal.

      But sometimes, life did not turn out how you expected, let alone hoped.

      Nell forced herself to clear her throat. “The answer is yes.”

      The words lingered in the air like the dirty fog surrounding London, making a person feel gritty.

      Whitton nodded once. “I know what you’re sacrificing.”

      He had no idea.

      “I’ll let your father know. I have a special license with me. We’ll be married today.” He started to walk out the door, then stopped. “It would be cruel of me if I didn’t acknowledge your feelings for Mr. Richardson. I will speak with him.”

      “No,” she said frantically. Under no circumstances would she allow Lord Whitton to discuss her family’s shame with anyone. She owed James an explanation of some sort. She would have to think of a way to let him down gently. She didn’t want him to feel as if he’d been thrown off a cliff, like she had. “I’ll write him a letter.”

      “That’s probably for the best.” He turned again toward the door and then stopped to face her once more. “Nellwyn, I will give you children and anything else you want. Because of your special friendship with Richardson, I don’t expect you to share our marriage bed until you’re ready.” He stared into space, narrowing his eyes as if weighing what to say. He pursed his lips and nodded once, as if deciding. “But make no mistake, we will share a bed.” He bowed slightly. “I’ll be back with your father.” As he left the study, he gently latched the door. 

      Nell gasped softly. What was left of her broken heart was shattered into a thousand pieces. Her simple word of yes ensured her father and mother would not face debtor’s prison. But at what cost? Her entire family was ruined, and they couldn’t escape that.

      Especially her. That three-letter word had cost her everything. It cost her James and their future.

      Another tear fell as her entire chest ached.

      She had lost James forever.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next eight years, Nell’s decision had been a blur of compromises and sacrifices. She had fulfilled her promise, maintaining an outwardly dutiful marriage to Lord Whitton. Her days became a carefully constructed facade of cordiality, her heart locked away in a chamber of longing for what might have been. She was always mindful never to let such longing escape. Yet she carried on, ensuring her family’s security, just as she had vowed.

      As the seasons passed, life had marched forward, and whispers of James Richardson would reach her ears. It was a quiet reminder of the life she had forsaken. She wondered whether he had found happiness, whether he had forgiven her abrupt departure from his world. She often thought of writing him another letter—not to rekindle what they once shared, but merely to offer him a semblance of closure.

      Still, the pain lingered, like a thread woven tightly into the fabric of her soul. It was a constant ache that she never could escape.

      Eight years later, as she watched the spring blossoms unfurl their delicate petals, she found herself pondering the future as she was wont to do. Not her own fate—her course had been set.

      But his. She wondered if James’s heart had mended.

      Hers never had.
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        Pride Clears the Path to Ruin

      

      

      Eight years later

      Spring, 1813

      Redmond Hall, the country estate of the Duke and Duchess of Darnley

      

      James Richardson, nephew and heir presumptive to the Duke of Darnley, stood on the balcony above the ballroom of his uncle and aunt’s home, observing the gaggle of beautifully dressed women below. Each woman sought to prove why she would make him the perfect wife. He slowly exhaled, his breath drawn from a place of deep frustration. He had little doubt that their true interests lay in the position marriage would offer. Now that he was his uncle’s only heir, one of the women below would become the future Duchess of Darnley.

      But bequeathing the title of future duchess to one of the eligible ladies below the balcony would happen if and only if she successfully garnered his favor. The only way to achieve that feat? She had to impress the love of his life, the poppet standing beside him with a mop of black curls prettily arranged on her head—his six-year-old daughter, Valentina.

      She was the only one who mattered in this mad, matchmaking house party. That’s why James had picked the ballroom for the initial meeting with the ladies. It was the perfect vantage point for Valentina to observe and evaluate the ladies as they met his aunt.

      James crouched low next to Valentina, then whispered in her ear. “What do you think, darling? See anyone who catches your interest?”

      Valentina peeked through two of the perfectly cylindrical balusters of the marble balcony with her gloved hands. “Oh, Papa, they’re all so beautiful.” Her emerald eyes flashed as she turned his way. “Do you think they’re all nice? They’re certainly pretty.”

      “We shall wait and see.” James pressed a kiss to her flushed cheek. With her brilliant green eyes and shiny black hair, Valentina was an adorable child. Though he was partial, James predicted his daughter would grow up to be a stunning diamond of the first water. Men from every corner of the country would one day vie for her attentions.

      Which meant that only a woman of the highest moral fiber and tenderest of hearts would be worthy of becoming Valentina’s new mother. His late wife, Georgiana, had died shortly after giving birth. Though it wasn’t a love match, James had felt great affection for her. She’d given him Valentina.

      Now, Valentina needed something from him—a new mother. After six years, his daughter had waited long enough for her father to remarry.

      “Papa.” An excited whisper broke free. “Look over there. I found her. She’s the one. The only one. Look at her smile. It makes her eyes sparkle.” Valentina’s gaze whipped to his. “Do you see her? She’s dressed in a red redingote with matching shoes.” Valentina clasped her hands in front of her as a sweet giggle escaped. “She’s beautiful. I want to meet her.”

      James stood and took his daughter’s hand in his. He studied the assembly of women below who surrounded his Aunt Evelyn, the Duchess of Darnley. Not a single woman wore a redingote, nor had anyone donned the garish color of red. 

      “Darling, I’m not seeing her,” he murmured as he scanned the crowd again.

      “What are you two looking at?” James’s cousin from his mother’s side, Harry Knollwood, came near and stood on Valentina's other side. “All the potential brides for your father?” Harry gently pulled one of Valentina’s curls as his gaze swept across the entry.

      “Cousin, she’s here. My new mum,” Valentina exclaimed as she smiled Harry’s way. Her grin revealed two perfectly matched dimples on her cheeks.

      James gently squeezed her hand. “Now wait, darling, before you get your hopes up,” he gently cautioned.

      “Where?” Harry asked completely ignoring James. “Where is she?”

      “See her in the red redingote?” Valentina pointed across the ballroom. “The red redingote,” she repeated with another giggle.

      Harry gasped a breath and then grinned. “I see the redingote.”

      The wonder in Harry’s voice left James feeling a little left out. What in the deuce did these two see that he didn’t? An ocean of pastel silk and satin moved in waves below them. It was striking but an ordinary sight. It certainly wasn’t anything that would steal a person’s breath.

      “You have the wrong color,” Harry murmured. “She’s in a yellow one.”

      At the same time, Valentina announced, “She’s in a red one.”

      His daughter pointed toward Tipton, the duke and duchess’s butler. Through the open doorway of the ballroom, Tipton was assisting two ladies at the entrance. From their appearance, they had just arrived from traveling, as they wore bonnets and redingotes. One of them was dressed in red, and surprisingly, it didn’t seem ostentatious or even garish. Frankly, the woman wore the color well.

      By her stance, she appeared confident, composed, but not at all arrogant. Tipton rocked back on his heels and wore a rare grin. The lady charmed him, making James interested in meeting her. Anyone who could make their normally stoic butler smile was definitely worth making her acquaintance.

      Valentina pulled James’s hand, coaxing him to the stairs. “We must welcome her, Papa. She must have traveled a long way to come to us.”

      “Oh-ho there, my fair Valentina,” Harry called out, then laughed. “She’s mine.”

      Valentina stopped on the landing and turned Harry’s way. The haughtiest look that James had ever seen appeared on his darling daughter’s face. “Sir, need I remind you that you have a mum? I do not.” She tilted her button nose toward the ceiling. “If Papa and I don’t like her, you may have her. But only then.”

      James ran a hand down his face. “Valentina, these ladies are not puppies you decide to bring into your home. They deserve our utmost respect and best manners.”

      He needed to marry quickly. A mother would instruct Valentina on the proper decorum when disagreeing with someone, particularly an adult. A mother would know how to guide his daughter and model the appropriate behavior. Unfortunately, James didn’t have the heart to severely discipline Valentina. He had been utterly enchanted with her since he first held her in his arms.

      “Yes, yes, Papa,” she agreed, pulling him down the marble steps toward the mystery woman.

      Harry followed behind. “You’re going to have trouble with that little miss.”

      James just grunted but turned on a requisite dazzling smile when he caught the duchess pointing him out with a slight tilt of her fan to someone. When they arrived at the bottom of the steps, his aunt flicked her fan, a motion for him to attend her, and the ladies who had gathered around her.

      At the bottom of the steps, James turned in his aunt’s direction, but Valentina had her own plans. She let go of James’s hand, then did what any other little hoyden would have done under the circumstances.

      She navigated through the crowd, deftly sidestepping one lady after another. Unbelievably, Harry followed her. Finally, she came to a halt beside Tipton. Without waiting for the butler to finish his conversation with the two ladies in redingotes, she tugged at the tails of his black morning jacket.

      James nodded an apology to the duchess and turned to intercept his daughter before she could do any more damage. If she kept displaying this behavior, James feared the eager ladies might decline his offer of marriage.

      By the time he made his way to the door where Harry, Valentina, and Tipton stood, the lady in the red redingote had bent down to discuss something with his daughter. The ostrich feather in her bonnet curled around her cheek, obscuring her profile. The woman’s stance showed a natural poise, and her voice was light and musical. He couldn’t hear much of their conversation above the din of the noise, but Valentina’s laughter erupted as she held the woman’s hand. 

      “Let me introduce you to my papa,” Valentina said confidently.

      “Please pardon my daughter,” James said, then elegantly bowed. “She’s excited to meet you.”

      By then, the younger woman in the yellow redingote turned her attention to Harry. With her perfect features, golden hair, and blue eyes, she was the quintessential English rose, Harry’s ultimate weakness.

      With a look of enchantment, Harry took the young woman’s hand and brought it to his lips. “You are the woman of my dreams.”

      The young woman blushed and then turned to James. Her eyes widened like a deer caught in the sight of a hunter when she saw him. Her gaze whipped to the red redingote woman, who, in turn, finally straightened and faced his direction.

      At first, he couldn’t believe what, or should he say, who was in front of him.

      “You!” James practically hissed at the familiar visage as a sneer tugged at the corner of his mouth. “What are you doing here?”
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