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      A wonderful friend, entertaining roommate, and awesome pirate!
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      Lucius had been many things in his previous life— a rake, a gambler, and a lost heir—but almost losing one’s life gave a man perspective. Birds chirping, people working the land, the sun shining; all added to the pleasantness of the day, of life. As the carriage rolled along at a casual pace, Lucius listened to his mother and his twin brother with half an ear, much preferring to lose himself in the splendor surrounding him. Since his reckless riding accident, while racing his horse last summer, he’d come to appreciate days such as this.

      Prior to the accident, his life had been a meaningless existence filled with jealousy, gambling, brandy, and an endless melee of beautiful mistresses, which had brought him nothing but trouble. He’d learned much about himself in the following mundane months of recovery, and discovered he wanted something more from life than the ostentatious allure of a world filled with senseless diversions. It wasn’t that he was too old for such frivolities, quite the contrary. But convalescing gave one the opportunity and time to reflect. Now his days were filled with learning about estate management alongside his twin, and spending time with the family he’d only recently discovered he had.

      Contentment eased through his veins as the wind feathered through the carriage. The only thing missing in his life was a woman to warm his bed. Although his previous rakish lifestyle no longer appealed to him, and was firmly in the past, he still enjoyed the fairer sex. Certainly, he had plenty of ladies vying for the position of wife, but he was not ready for that way of life yet. Responsibility better suited his twin, who would one day be duke. Although, since the day his nephew was born, his views had begun to shift. After holding little Martin in his arms for the first time, Lucius found that he wasn’t terrified of something so small, so helpless, and so utterly dependent. However, he was not about to share those sentiments with his mother or adoptive mother. He wasn’t prepared for their involvement.

      “I believe Grandfather is becoming quite excessive in his gifts,” his brother said, breaking through his reflections.

      “Oh, let him enjoy this time, Maximus,” Mother said. “Although it was out of his control, your grandfather very much regrets not seeing both of you grow up.”

      Lucius chuckled at their mother’s reply. “And giving my five-week-old nephew a horse will satisfy that void?”

      “It has been a tradition dating back to the fifth Duke of Warrington to plant a tree and present every male with a Sutherland horse upon his birth.” Mother’s eyes brimmed with tenderness. “And now to keep a journal of their youth.”

      The journal idea was begun by Lucius and Maximus’ adoptive mother, Larentia. Theirs had been an interesting journey beginning with a kidnapping as infants, then their rescue by an unknown man who died protecting them, and the eventual discovery by Larentia, who raised them— along with her father—into adulthood, before they were realized to be the lost heirs to the seventh Duke of Warrington.

      A lovely sigh escaped his mother’s lips. “It is a most exciting time for all of us, and little Martin will have a wonderful remembrance of how much he is loved.”

      “I don’t believe he will ever doubt anyone’s affection for him.” Since Lucius’ nephew’s birth, the entire family had been fawning over the little baby. Indeed, Martin brought much joy after such a tumultuous period of sorrow.

      The remainder of the ride passed in pleasant conversation about all the changes that had occurred during the past year. Lucius—more so than his brother—was still adjusting to the fact that they were the grandsons of a duke and not the orphans they’d believed themselves to be for twenty-three years. There were times, quite frequently actually, when Lucius believed it was all still a dream.

      Before too long, the carriage turned down a smooth, tree-lined drive and came to a halt in front of Ashby Manor. It was an impressive Baroque structure with an equally impressive portico and a wide south-facing entrance. Off to one side was a large quadrangle with a pedimented entrance archway, which drew the eye inside the courtyard, revealing a substantial stable yard.

      Although Lucius had never been to this estate, his mother had spoken fondly of it, and he couldn’t wait to explore the vast grounds, at a leisurely pace that is. His leg had yet to recover fully from the accident and continued to trouble him at times. Most days he could walk without a cane, but he still had not had the desire—or courage—to ride again.

      “Welcome to Ashby,” Grandfather greeted with the excitement of a young child as the carriage door opened. “I’ve longed for this day.” Lucius supposed that after everything his grandfather had endured—the kidnapping of his grandsons, the death of both his sons—a day such as this, the delivery of a horse for a great-grandson, would be most cherished. Grandfather barely gave them time to descend from the conveyance before he made an unexpected announcement. “I was going to wait until after luncheon. However, I find that I simply cannot wait. We still have a few minutes before Mr. Sutherland is due to arrive.” He stepped closer and placed a warm, tender hand on Lucius’ shoulder. “There is something I wish to give you, Lucius.”

      “There is nothing⁠—”

      Grandfather waved his hand as if Lucius’ protest was utter nonsense. “You are my grandson. If I want to give you something, then I will.” He smiled brightly, revealing a full set of practically straight teeth. Mother had told both boys on numerous occasions that their discovery had brought new life to their grandfather. And it appeared to be true. With each passing day, it seemed as if the man was getting younger and more energetic. “You demonstrated great sensibility in deciding to step aside and let Maximus be my heir.”

      Because they were identical twins, stolen at birth and raised by another, it could not be determined who actually was the oldest, and therefore rightful heir. Lucius’ journey had been fraught with many downs before he’d turned himself around, and the ups had begun to outweigh his many failures and shortcomings. It had been a life-changing journey. After his foolish accident and the many hours trapped in his bed recovering, he’d put aside his insecurities and listened to his heart, deciding he wanted his brother to be heir. Although they were both twenty-four, his twin was years ahead in wisdom. When the time came, the dukedom would be in good hands.

      Sunlight shone down upon them. With broad smiles, Maximus and Mother flanked Lucius. They exchanged glances, clearly knowing what was to take place. Their excitement was contagious as Lucius stood and waited for his grandfather to speak.

      “Before the fourth Duke of Warrington built Warrington Hall, Ashby was the primary ducal residence. Through the years, various relatives have occupied the house. The most recent was my youngest brother, Lachlan. His family resided here for quite some time before deciding a few years ago that London suited them better. But now, Ashby Manor, the stables, dower cottage, the land… it’s all yours, Lucius, and your heirs, for generations to come.” Grandfather said this as if it was every day that a man was presented with a house as a gift. No, not just a house, but a grand estate, with tenants, stables, kennels, and an immense amount of responsibility. But for some strange reason, Lucius did not fear that weight of responsibility.

      For once in his life, he had nothing to say. No words seemed appropriate for such an extravagant gift. Countless seconds passed, and yet, still no words came. He was too stunned with the prospect of being a landowner and caring for this piece of Warrington ancestry to speak.

      Laughter rumbled from his brother. “I guess all it took to silence my dear brother was a house of his own.” Maximus teased him, then affectionately patted Lucius on the back. “All mocking aside, you will be an excellent landowner.”

      “I…I don’t know what to say.”

      “There is nothing to say.” Grandfather brought both brothers into an embrace. “My life has new meaning and purpose with you and Maximus having been returned. I want to share my heritage, my wealth, with the both of you. Your father would have felt the same.” That he had not lived to see his sons reunited with their family was the one regret they all had. Grandfather stepped back and smiled. “And now I can share traditions not only with my grandsons but also a new generation.” As if on cue, a phaeton came into view on the drive, and beside it, a beautiful mare with an even more enticing rider.

      Who was the woman riding towards them? She was like a goddess atop a white mare, confident and completely at ease, her golden-brown hair glistening in the sun. Lucius recalled having never been at ease riding a horse as he marveled at her grace and elegance.

      “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” an older gentleman with crisp white hair, a pleasant grin, and tired eyes said as the phaeton stopped a few yards from where they were standing.

      “Good afternoon Mr. Sutherland, Miss Sutherland. You’re already acquainted with my daughter-in-law, Lady March, and these are my grandsons, Lord March and Lord Lucius.” Grandfather glanced their way for a brief moment before adding, “We’ve been looking forward to this day for quite some time.”

      While Grandfather conversed with Mr. Sutherland and the others about the temperament of the mare being delivered, Lucius—who’d never been interested in the attributes of any horse—decided to take the opportunity to acquaint himself further with Miss Sutherland, who had dismounted and was loitering next to the animal. Her dull brown riding habit did not deter from her natural beauty, or the intellectual gleam in her eyes. Her attention was seemingly on the conversation, but if Lucius knew anything about women, and he did, she was just being coy.

      As recently as several months ago, he would have been tempted to pursue a beauty such as Miss Sutherland. But—he reminded himself—he’d given up those ways. However, harmless flirtation to pass the time was another story; he wasn’t a saint after all. Under the guise of taking interest in the horse, he sauntered toward where Miss Sutherland stood, enjoying the full length of her form. She was neither tall nor short—a perfect height in his estimation, with a lovely heart-shaped face and full lips. However, as he approached, his plans were foiled when one of the stablemen approached, taking the reins and guiding the horse closer to where the others stood. Lucius would have to settle on pleasantries instead.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Sutherland, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Lord Lucius,” she responded in a clipped tone with a nod of her head but never making eye contact.

      In all his life, he could not recall receiving such a greeting, even when he was nothing more than an orphan being brought up by a baron. She could not have possibly heard about his reputation. She lived in the country, was the daughter of a horse breeder, and did not move in the same circles as he—she wasn’t even part of Society. Not to mention that since his arrival to Warrington Hall last summer, he’d been mostly on his best behavior. Annoyance burned at his self-esteem. He would not give up his quest so easily. He did enjoy a little flirtation now and then, and it wasn’t as if he was seeking his next mistress.

      “There must be something wrong with my eyes,” he began to say, then paused, hoping to garner her attention. Miss Sutherland’s gaze shifted to his, revealing the most beautiful green orbs he’d ever seen. The spot between her brows crinkled slightly. This was his opportunity to make her swoon. “Because I can’t take them off you.”

      Without a word, she walked away but not before shaking her head.

      Miss Sutherland was actually walking away… from him! Lucius was fairly certain his mouth hung open in disbelief. Mild flirtation or not, that had never happened to him before.

      

      When Adele’s father informed her that she was to accompany him to deliver the mare to His Grace today, she didn’t think much of it. She’d spoken with His Grace many times over the years and never had any qualms. But today was different. His grandsons were present. Two of the most handsome men she’d ever seen, both with dark hair and piercing blue eyes. They looked exactly the same, save for the scar on Lord Lucius’ face that ran from his temple down his cheek. Somehow that made him even more handsome in a roguish sort of way.

      Adele swallowed hard. She could not think about him in such a manner. She was all too familiar with the dangers of falling for a rake as, unfortunately, her sister had paid the price for that lesson. And besides, she had more important things occupying her time these days. Lord Lucius would not even take a second glance her way, except for a quick tumble in the hay. Such was the way for a woman in her position. On more than one occasion, she’d heard all about his reputation. Most recently from the butcher’s wife, Mrs. Ball, whose sister was a maid at Warrington Hall. Adele would have no issues steeling her nerves against his kind.

      But when he approached and she saw just how tall and handsome he was, her heart skipped a beat. And then he spoke, and every fiber of her being tingled at the sound of his all-too alluring voice. She had always had a weakness for men with deep voices. She forced herself to not make contact with those seductive blue eyes while attempting to offer a cold greeting that would turn him away. She truly believed her terse acknowledgement would deter any interaction, but she was incorrect.

      “There must be something wrong with my eyes.” Her gaze shifted to his believing something could possibly be wrong. “Because I can’t take them off you.”

      She gave an incredulous gasp. Annoyance sprang from her concern at his lack of decorum. Lord Lucius’ grandfather and mother were standing less than a dozen feet away, and he was trying to seduce her? In broad daylight!

      She stamped down the urge to scold Lord Lucius, choosing to ignore the rake, and went to join the others instead. She listened to the conversation with half an ear, all the while trying to not to notice Lord Lucius practically pouting as he followed.

      “Miss Sutherland, it is a pleasure to see you again,” Lady March greeted once the men were finished conversing about the mare’s fine qualities. “I’ve been wanting to discuss acquiring a couple of your hounds. Lord Vance was quite pleased with the performance of the dogs he acquired from you last year.”

      Adele had always been fond of Lady March and was genuinely happy that her sons—despite one being an utter rake and living up to some of the Warrington reputation—had been discovered. Lady March had always been incredibly supportive of the horse farm, boasting of the quality of the Sutherland horses to her peers. Now her support extended to the kennels that Adele’s cousin helped run.

      “I would be happy to show you some of the hounds. Shall I bring two or three that will suit your needs to Warrington Hall?”

      “Oh, that won’t be necessary. Lucius is taking up residence here⁠—”

      Although Lady March continued to speak, Adele was utterly consumed with the knowledge that Lord Lucius would be so close, too close. Rakes were no good, and especially ones related to Lord Lachlan. She could not take the chance, not after what had happened⁠—

      “Miss Sutherland.” His Grace’s words broke through her dire musings as he strolled to where Lady March and Adele stood. “Lady Herbert informed me that she is most pleased with how well her granddaughter is riding since taking lessons from you.”

      Pride warmed Adele. She was most pleased by this news. Most estates had a master on hand for such a purpose, but she had begun to garner a reputation for patience when instructing young children to ride. She hoped that providing lessons would add the much-needed income to the farm. Fortunately, Lady March had recommended her when Lady Herbert complained that her little granddaughter was having a difficult time feeling comfortable around horses. It was a promising beginning, indeed.

      “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      “And I look forward to seeing the hounds. I understand that Mr. Sutherland has done a superb job training them.”

      “Yes, my cousin has quite a knack with animals.”

      Adele’s father gave her a little nudge so as not to overstay their welcome. They weren’t even considered gentry, despite the fact that they owned their land and her late mother had been of that ilk. Mother’s family had shunned her for marrying beneath her. It wasn’t a terrible life, and they fared better than most. The Sutherlands kept to themselves, had few servants, and worked their own lands. They would not exist or turn a profit if they were leisurely and idle. Fortunately, her family had proved through the generations that they were hardworking, capable people. Life could be worse.

      As Adele prepared to ascend her father’s phaeton, a deep voice disturbed her senses. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Sutherland.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Lord Lucius had offered his hand in assistance, and with His Grace and Lady March looking on, she could hardly refuse. But as she accepted his hand, her stomach fluttered, and her mouth was suddenly dry. Surely, she could not be affected by this rake? Perhaps she was just hungry and in need of refreshment.

      However, she could refuse to make eye contact. She would not swoon at the sight of a handsome face, or the enticingly beautiful blue eyes that seemed to search deep into her soul. All she had to do to avoid such temptation was think of all her late sister had been through.
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