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      What’s worse than an earl, marquess, or viscount? A duke, of course!

      Which infuriates Lily Grey. Men like him are the problem, they are NEVER a solution. It makes her molars grind when the Drury Lane Theater insists she visit the man who has been nicknamed the DIFFICULT DUKE to secure funding for their renovation.

      “Why me?” she asks, barely containing her huff of breath.

      “Because.” The director gave her the once over. “You’re the prettiest.”

      She wished she might argue but she needed this job as much as the theater needed the financial backing of the duke. But she doesn’t have to like it. Or him.

      And the fact that he’s breathtakingly handsome doesn’t affect her at all. Absolutely not. All right. Maybe just a little…

      But she got this job to support herself and she has no intention of being swept away by any man. Least of all an arrogant duke.
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      Lily tugged at her pelisse as she stared up at the freshly bricked façade of the Drury Lane Theater. She needed to think confident thoughts before she walked through the door.

      She’d been hired a fortnight before, and this had become a daily ritual. Stop before she entered, put on her best face, like the actresses within, and pretend she knew what she was doing.

      When it came to keeping the books, she excelled at her job. Tallying columns, entering expenses, these were tasks she could easily accomplish, hence why the theater had hired her.

      She’d done the job for her father toward the end of his life when he couldn’t anymore, which was why she’d seen her own doom coming.

      A vicar, he’d run out of parish funds before his death and drank away his worries. Lily had watched it all happen, what she hadn’t known was the dark and terrible places a poor woman might end up without a protector.

      She shivered in the January cold, hugging her arms about her as she remembered some of the events that had brought her here and now. She’d never allow herself in such a place again.

      Which was why this position was so important. And why she needed to tell the director the truth.

      The theater had run out of funds.

      Already.

      And if they did not correct the problem quickly, the Drury Lane Theater would never see its doors opened again. A fire had shut it down and the rebuild had cost nearly every penny the company had. How could they put on the next production without funds for sets, costumes, and pay for the actors?

      And Lily would be back where she started. Jobless and alone. Well, not completely on her own. She’d made friends, and they were wonderful. Lord Griswold Smith had helped her secure this job and while he’d likely help her find another, she’d not beg him for more favors. He was busy with his new wife and baby, and he’d already done more for her than a person had a right to ask.

      Notching her chin to a confident angle, she stepped inside and made her way to Mr. Dodd’s office. The director was a good man and she liked him a great deal, but she quietly worried how he might take the news. No one liked the messenger when they brought ill tidings.

      His door was open, and he sat behind his desk, reviewing several sheets. She cleared her throat, softly knocking on the frame of the door.

      His gaze flicked up to her and then he eased back in his chair, a welcoming smile on his lips. There was no denying Mr. Dodd was handsome. Tall, dark-haired, but with kind brown eyes, he might make most ladies flutter with excitement. But not Lily.

      Life had taught her to be immune to a man’s charms. Even ones as handsome as Mr. Dodd.

      “Missus Grey.” He smiled warmly. “Come in.”

      She gave a quick nod, drawing in a deep breath and stepping over the threshold. But she left the door open. Another lesson life had handed out.

      “Thank you, Mister Dodd. How is your morning?”

      “Better than yours?” He leaned forward, his gaze searching hers. “You look troubled.”

      So much for her acting. “I am. A bit. I’ve been reviewing the books.”

      He winced. “Is it that bad? Have we run out of money already?”

      The fact that he wasn’t angry with her had her wilting into her chair in relief. “It’s pretty bad.”

      He nodded, frowning as he raked a hand through his wavy hair. “Thank you for coming to me. The fact that you’ve caught this so quickly, and that you’ve come to me, makes me more certain than ever that I made the right decision in hiring you.”

      Her heart jumped into her throat as gratitude washed through her. This job was a dream come true. A chance for her to live on her own and never be in the position she’d found herself in last year. She’d been so vulnerable and truly under the heel of the world. “I’m so glad you think so.”

      “But we are going to need money and we’ll need it soon.”

      She nodded sympathetically, worry and empathy fluttering in her chest. She needed this theater to be a success as did most of the employees here. “What can I do?”

      Mr. Dodd cocked his head to the side, studying her for a moment before he gave her a charming smile. Another life lesson. When men smiled at a woman like that, they wanted something that she likely didn’t wish to give. “There is something.”

      No. no. no. Her hand tightened on the arm of the chair as worry fluttered in her stomach. “What?” she asked breathlessly, knowing that there wasn’t much of a choice.

      “There is a person of power and position who might be persuaded to invest in our first production.” Mr. Dodd tapped on the scandal sheets from the London Times which sat on the corner of his desk. “He’s not a known supporter of the arts, but his reputation could use a boost. And we might be able to use that piece of information to our advantage.”

      Him? Bad reputation? The words beat in her chest like an ominous drum, sounding through her ears. “Boost,” she repeated weakly.

      “That’s right,” Mr. Dodd nodded, his eyes narrowing as he looked at the far wall, clearly forming a plan. Then his gaze snapped to hers, scanning over her face. “You’re very pretty.”

      “Mister Dodd,” she started, her chin lifting up and the air freezing in her chest. “I thank you kindly, but I am not interested in anything other than a job.”

      His eyes widened for a moment and then he laughed, a deep chuckle that was pleasing to the ear. “I only meant, Missus Grey, that between your fine accent, your exceptional manners, your direct nature, and your understanding of the finances, you might be the person to approach the Duke of Ducat on behalf of our theater.”

      Her mouth tightened. “Pretty compliments do not work on me, Mister Dodd.”

      That made him laugh again. “A credit to your character.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I still think you’re the right person to speak with the duke.”

      She shook her head. “Surely, there are actresses employed here that more suited than me to persuasion.” Prettier, better spoken, bolder. More interested in talking with the male species.

      Mr. Dodd shook his head. “I don’t think so. He’s not the friendliest man…”

      She rolled her eyes. Just great.

      “Your direct nature will appeal to him.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Mister Dodd.”

      “Missus Grey.” He leaned forward, his eyes meeting hers. “I do not know what circumstances pulled you from the upper crust and dropped you here, but no one mistakes you for anything other than the lady you are. Trust me when I say that will work in our favor. I must insist that you contact the duke for the sake of all of us and our continued employment and the improvements to our theater. We need renovations like gas lights to insure there isn’t another fire. Three is enough, I think.” His mouth turned down into a grim line. “For all those reasons and more, there is no other choice.”

      Those words rang with a finality that made her inwardly wince. She sat up in the chair wanting to argue but knowing she had no choice. If she wanted to continue to be employed at the Drury Lane theater, she was going to have to speak with the duke.

      As a woman who attempted to avoid almost all men, she didn’t see how this could possibly be any worse.
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        * * *

      

      Drake Ducat sat in his study, swirling a glass of bourbon despite the early morning hour. He didn’t intend to drink it, most likely. He just liked the color of the liquid in the crystal glass, the way it caught the light. He’d always been particular in this way.

      His mother had claimed he had a fine eye and a discerning palate, which might be true.

      But many around him found him…difficult.

      He needed his shoes lined up just so, his food arranged precisely on his plate, his chair placed at exactly the right angle.

      It was a problem.

      Likely less of a concern as he was a duke than if he were a regular man, but even for him, his insistence on order had given him trouble.

      He’d had a few public episodes of late that that had managed to be featured in the gossip columns. The Difficult Duke, they’d dubbed him.

      It shouldn’t matter. But where he was approaching the ripe age of two and thirty, he needed to marry and create an heir. He’d put it off for too long. It was just that other people in his life created chaos, and children…they’d make a great deal more.

      He set the glass down, directly on the article about himself he’d just been reading even as a knock sounded at the door.

      His butler entered, his uniform perfectly crisp. “Your appointment has arrived.”

      He gave a terse nod by way of answer as the man disappeared again.

      Rather than pick up the glass, he lifted the letter he’d received the day prior. The neat handwriting was perfectly balanced in size and form, the wording crisp and concise. He appreciated that, which is why he’d taken the meeting at all.

      He did not, as a general rule, finance theaters or artists of any kind. But there was something refreshing in the appeal laid out by the author. It wasn’t dramatic or overly…theatrical. It didn’t beg or plead, it just stated facts.

      Which he greatly appreciated. Prior to the fire a few years back, the Drury Lane Theater had a healthy profit margin. They could again, provided they could receive an infusion of funds. The appeal had…appealed to him.

      He cleared his throat at the repetition in his last line. Clearly, he’d never been much of a writer. And the author of the letter wasn’t either. Whoever he was, this L. Grey, he was clearly more mathematically inclined than he was literary.

      Fine by Drake.

      The butler returned, giving a quick bow before he stepped out of the way. “May I introduce Missus Lily Grey.”

      Mrs. Lily Grey? He rose, his brows lifting as well. L. Grey was a woman? Or was she the wife of the man who’d written the letter?

      He opened his mouth to greet her, but the words died in his throat. Mrs. Grey appeared in the doorway a vision if he’d ever seen one.

      Perhaps not every man would think so, but he did. She wore a simple grey skirt of wool and a crisp pelisse that hugged her figure without being overly adorned. For whatever reason, large amounts of ruffles irritated him.

      Her thick blonde hair was pulled back in a coif that was simple and clean and yet still highlighted the mass of silky hair.

      And her eyes…clear blue and perfectly symmetrical, they were capped with lovely arched brows and thick dark lashes.

      Her nose was small and sweet, her lips full, despite the frown that tugged at them. Which made him snap out of whatever trance into which he’d fallen. Was he being rude? Again?

      “L. Grey?” he asked, his voice sounding husky even to his own ears.

      “That’s right,” she answered, notching her heart-shaped chin at a jaunty angle.

      “I didn’t realize that you were a…”

      Her frown deepened. “A woman? Would you have seen me if you’d known?”

      His brows drew together. “I am seeing you because your request was based in good, sound business.”

      Her gaze widened in surprise and the frown disappeared from her lips. “Thank you.”

      He gave a quick nod as he gestured toward a chair near the fire. “Please sit.” Then he came around the desk and joined her in the chair opposite the grate. It was angled to both view the fire and the person from which he sat across. A formation he required in every room in his home.

      Mrs. Grey perched delicately in the chair, folding her legs at the ankles to emphasize the lines of her body. He narrowed his gaze. Did she know she presented herself in such a pleasing manner? As a man obsessed with lines, she was a delight to his senses.

      Which was why he needed to look away. He was going to make her uncomfortable again. But the moment his eyes left her, they landed on the tools hanging next to the grate. They ought to be ordered by size, largest to smallest.  He stood to quickly rearranged them before joining her again. He knew it was odd, but the lack of order would distract him completely if he didn’t attend to them before their conversation.

      Her eyes watched him, wordlessly observing his actions. Inwardly, he winced and then refrained from straightening the clock on the mantel. He always grew more fidgety when new people were about.

      “Thank you for seeing me,” she murmured, her eyes meeting his.

      He gave a quick nod, eager to finish this meeting. While she was lovely to look at, she’d disconcerted him more than most. “You’re welcome. Now tell me. How much?”

      “How much?”

      “Does the theater need? How much?”

      She stared at him silently, not answering for several seconds. But he’d seen that look before. She tried to hide it, of course, but she thought him as difficult as reputation implied.
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