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Chapter One
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Yorkshire, England, September 1816

The first thing Cecily Logan noticed upon returning to her bedchamber was the surface of her dressing table, where anything that could be tipped over, whether it was the candlestick or toilet water or worst of all, her precious bottle of ink...was tipped over.

She tossed her bonnet onto the bed and gaped in horror at the hideous black puddle spread across the surface of the table, all the way to the edge where it slowly dripped to the floor in a big ugly blotch.  

It couldn’t be the toilet water.  Oh, no.  Not the faintly pink, clear liquid that smelled like roses.  Of course not.  Why, that might be too easy to clean up.  That would leave her room smelling like roses for a few days, not at all unpleasant, hardly the end of the world.  

It just had to be the ink, didn’t it?

With thumb and forefinger, she gingerly lifted the candle, now half white and half black.  With her other hand, she picked up her hairbrush.  If she used it again, she’d have black streaks in her hair.

How did this happen?  She’d only been out walking for a half hour this morning, to clear the cobwebs from her mind and ponder fresh ideas for a new story.  If there’d been an earthquake, which would easily explain the upset objects, then surely she would have felt it at some point.  Not to mention Cousin Rebecca would still be screaming in terror. 

There was only one other explanation.  In her absence, someone had moved the dressing table away from the wall without any regard for easily jolted objects on its surface.  

Surely not the maid?  One didn’t need to move the dressing table away from the wall to sweep under it.  Indeed, there were only two reasons to move it.  One was to rearrange the furniture.  

The other was to search for any stories Cecily had written and hidden between table and wall or even...Her heart dropped into her stomach.  Surely Harry hadn’t found the loose floorboard beneath the back legs of the dressing table while she was away in Bath this past summer with Aunt Thea and Cousin Rebecca?  

With all her strength, she pulled the dressing table away from the wall, heedless of the upset objects.  The damage, after all, was already done.  

She crouched down to pry up the loose floorboard, and peered into the dark space beneath.

Empty.  

The one story she never wanted anyone to see was gone.

Was nothing sacred?  

By now, she was out of hiding places.  Harry always knew where to look—under the bed, beneath the mattress, inside the mattress, inside the pillow, buried in a drawer, behind the chest of drawers.  At that thought, she shot a glance at the bureau against the opposite wall.  Sure enough, something white peeked out of the top drawer.  She’d long since given up hiding her work beneath her unmentionables after he found it there—only to smirk and sift through the unmentionables themselves and make comments that even now made her skin crawl.  You wear some dreadful rags beneath your skirt.  Maybe you shouldn’t wear any.  Thereafter, he never searched her bedchamber without first going into that drawer.  

She turned back to the vacant space beneath the loose floorboard, as if in hope the manuscript might have magically reappeared.  

“It’s not there,” said his voice from the doorway. 

She jerked her head up to see a stocky figure with pomaded auburn hair and an embroidered waistcoat too garish for the country.  Her least favorite cousin, Mr. Harcourt “Harry” Armstrong, leaned against the door jamb, wearing his usual smirk. 

“Obviously,” she snapped. “Where is it?  Give it back.”

“Too late.  It’s gone.”

“You burned it?  The whole thing?” It wouldn’t be the first time, but in the case of this particular manuscript, maybe it was just as well.  It wasn’t exactly something she was keen to share with the rest of the world.  Some things she wrote for her own amusement.  Or even to get something negative out of her system.  It hurt no one else—as long as no one else saw it.

But Harry always made it his business to see it and use it against her. 

“Who’s the duke?” he asked. 

“What?” 

“The duke.  That’s what it’s about.  You wrote a long story about a duke named Madfury.  Don’t you mean Bradbury?” He sneered. “Are you in love with him, Cecily?  Yes, you are.  And he doesn’t even know if you exist.  Why would he?  So you wrote that story to get back at him—or draw his attention.  Which is it?”

Cecily clenched her hands into fists and tightened her jaw.  How she wished she could ram those fists into his mocking face!  Once she’d tried slapping him, and he nearly broke her arm fending her off.  What if he broke her fingers?  She might never be able to hold a quill again.

“If I wrote it to draw his attention,” she seethed, “then why would I hide it under the floorboards?”

“For that matter, why even write it in the first place and hide it there, if you don’t want him or anyone else to see it?  What do you think he would do if he happened to see it?  Do you think he’d marry you after reading about how much you love him?  That would scare any man, even him.  Or maybe he’d be so outraged that you called him Madfury and accused him of all kinds of atrocities, that he’d find a way to punish you for it.  How do you think he’d do that, Cecily?”

That was a good question, but only worth answering if by some remote chance Bradbury were to read the manuscript.  

“Where is it?” she asked again. “Did you burn it?”

He cocked his head to one side. “Singular.  You almost sound as if you hope that’s what I’ve done.  That’s not like you.”

She struggled for patience. “Are you going to give it back to me?”

“Have I ever given your rubbish back to you, Cecily?”

Never.  After he shared it with the rest of the household and enjoyed a good laugh over her nonsensical ideas, the “rubbish” usually went straight into the fireplace.  

By now, her only recourse was to take her work with her, wherever she went.  

Or, to just quit.  

Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to do that.  She felt as if she had no choice but to write.  She was driven to do it.  She had to do it.  It was like breathing.  

She forced herself to shrug. “So it’s ashes already.  Oh, well.  I suppose I should see about cleaning up this mess you left.”

“Do you really want it back, Cecily?” 

Was the king mad?  Was Cecily furious?  Was Harry a dolt? “Of course I’d like it back.  But you said it’s gone.” 

“Gone from its hiding place.  It can still be retrieved, if you really want it.” He smirked again. “How badly do you want it back?”

“Don’t you dare ask me that.” 

He snickered. “Oh, come.  A little experience might enhance your storytelling.  Make it more realistic.  All I’m asking—” 

“You’re not asking.  You’re stating your terms.  And I have no intention of meeting your terms.”

“Don’t like being kissed, eh?”

Not by Harry.  And not just the kissing, either. Even now, she felt queasy at the memory of the one time she’d foolishly agreed to let him kiss her in exchange for getting her purloined story back.  He hadn’t just kissed her.  He’d grabbed.  And seized.  And squeezed.  And—she shuddered at this thought—slobbered.  Things her romantic heroes never did.  Somehow, it wasn’t as disgusting when they did it.

Maybe because she’d never been kissed by a romantic hero.  She only knew they didn’t grab and seize and squeeze the heroine.  And they certainly didn’t slobber all over her like some salivating ogre. 

“I’ll wager you wouldn’t mind being kissed by Bradbury,” said Harry. “That’s what your book is about, isn’t it, Cecily?  A long dream about the Duke of Bradbury having his wicked way with you.”  

“If you say so.  Do with it as you please.” As long as he didn’t do with her as he pleased. 

He folded his arms across his chest. “You really don’t care what happens to it, do you?  Then you must have a copy somewhere.”

“Or maybe I don’t care what happens to it, since it’s not one of my better efforts.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong.  We can make money from a book like that.”

Then he hadn’t burned it, after all.  She eyed him suspiciously. “We?  And a book like that?  How did you manage to read it in so little time?”

“You think I just now found it there, while you were out this morning?  I found it the day after you and Mother and Rebecca left for Bath, and the day before I left for London—and gave it to a publisher who happens to be the cousin of a friend of mine.  Would you believe he likes it so much, he not only wants to publish it, but he wants to see more of your writing.  That’s why I moved your dressing table just now.  Where’s the rest of your writing?”

“Check the fireplace,” she bit out, even as excitement battled with dismay within her.  A publisher in London liked her work—enough to publish it and ask for more.  But why, oh why (not that she didn’t know why—she knew why—because she was cursed with bad luck) did it have to be that damning book about the duke?  

“You mean you didn’t write anything while you were in Bath?” 

“I have no wish to see that book published.” 

“But I thought you wanted to be published.  Why else do you write?”

“I do want to be published, but not that book,” Cecily declared. 

“I don’t think you have any say in it.  We need money.  As it is, we can barely afford your paper and ink.”

“That comes out of my pin money from Lord Frampton.” The Marquess of Frampton was her maternal uncle, whom she’d never met.

“You mean from Frampton’s man of affairs.  I doubt Frampton even knows you exist.  But it would be better spent on something else.” 

Her bubbling rage finally boiled over. “Maybe the money you keep losing at the gaming tables would be better spent on something else.  Did that ever occur to—” 

Wrong thing to say.  This was one of the reasons Cecily wrote.  She was less likely to say the wrong thing with her pen.  If she did, she could always start over with no one the wiser.

His eyes blazing, Harry lunged for her, and she swiftly dodged to one side, falling onto her bed where she dared not stay for even a second.  She didn’t doubt he’d seize the opportunity to dive right on top of her.  

She rolled off the bed just as he crashed into the dressing table.  The bottle of toilet water fell to the floor and shattered.  Now her bedchamber would smell like roses for the next few days. 

Harry pushed himself back from the dressing table and held up his blackened hands. “Bloody hell!  My new waistcoat is ruined!  You and your damned ink!”  

Cecily dashed for the door, hampered by her long skirt.  Harry had no such problem.  She was barely into the hallway when he grabbed her arm and yanked her back.  She glimpsed his other hand flying toward her face.  She held up her free arm in hopes of fending him off.  It only slowed him down.  Instead of slapping her outright, his fingertips only grazed her face.

“What is going on up there?” demanded the voice of Aunt Thea from the staircase.  

Harry promptly let go of Cecily, whose knees nearly buckled as she slumped against the door, pushing it back into the wall.  It took all her strength not to slide to the floor. 

Harry bounded into the hallway as his mother reached the top of the staircase. “Harry, did I hear you cursing again?  You know I don’t approve of you doing that.  What’s the matter?  What happened to your waistcoat?”

“Cecily ruined it, that’s what.  I was only going down the hallway to my own bedchamber when she stepped out of hers and threw a bottle of ink at me.  And all because she thinks I stole her latest piece of rubbish.” He savaged her with a murderous glare.

“You did steal it!” Cecily cried. “And then you gave it to someone else without my permission.”

Aunt Thea heaved a deep sigh. “Cecily, we’ve told you this many times before.  If you don’t want anyone reading your writing, then maybe you should give it up and find something more suitable to do with your time.  Why not watercolors, or embroidery?  Then you wouldn’t have ink all over your face, and Harry’s new waistcoat wouldn’t be ruined.  Watercolors wash off without too much trouble, and stray embroidery threads are easily picked off.”

“Mother, she’s finally written something that could clear all of our debts,” Harry said. “I took it straight to a publisher in London.  It’s about the Duke of Bradbury—only she calls him Madfury.” He skewered Cecily with another contemptuous sneer.

“Suppose no one buys the book?” she argued. 

“After the success of Glenarvon?  And that was only about a poet.”

Not just any poet, Cecily thought.  While in Bath, she’d started reading Glenarvon—Lady Caroline Lamb’s salacious albeit fictionalized account of her affair with Lord Byron—until Aunt Thea discovered it in her possession and duly confiscated it, leaving Cecily holding only her bookmark.  The next day, Cecily spotted her contraband copy, front cover down, on Thea’s bedside table, with the tassel of a different bookmark trailing from its middle. 

“Harry, you didn’t!” exclaimed Thea. “Does your father know about this?”

“Of course.” Harry jerked his ink-stained thumb at Cecily. “But we’ll let His Grace think this is all her doing.  She’s the one who will be ruined.”

Aunt Thea gasped. “Not the way Lady Caroline Lamb has been ruined?  In Bath, there was talk of Lady Jersey revoking Lady Caro’s vouchers to Almack’s.  If that happens to Cecily, she’ll have to be sent away, for who will marry her then?” 

Cecily, who’d never had any vouchers from Almack’s to revoke, could hardly believe—well, yes, she could—that they were talking about her this way, as if she wasn’t standing right here staring at both of them as if they’d gone mad.  Since it was far from the first time they’d done this, why did she—a writer who essentially made things up—find it so incredible?  

Sometimes, fiction really was more believable than reality.  It certainly seemed to make more sense. 

She blinked and shook her head.  What did Harry just say?

“That’s what I meant,” his mother was saying. “That’s why I said she’d have to be sent away if he did that.”

“What’s why?” Cecily inquired. 

“Head in the clouds again, eh?” Harry scowled. “I suppose when I mentioned you’ll be ruined, you immediately thought he’d have to marry you and make you a duchess.  That’s your silly writing muse whispering in your ear again.  What’s her name again?  You never did say.”

Not once did it occur to Cecily that the Duke of Bradbury would ever marry her.  Well, maybe only in her dreams, once transferred by pen to paper.  But never in reality.  He’d been betrothed several times before, all to women with scandalous reputations, yet every one of his would-be brides had jilted him—a duke!  One even jilted him right at the altar.  For scandalous women to jilt a duke who might have saved their reputations, he must have done many scandalous and shocking things that made Cecily wonder if he wasn’t much better than Harry.  And why would she ever want to marry a man who was even remotely like Harry?

“I don’t want that book published,” she said again. “It was never meant for publication.”

“Neither, it seems, is anything else you write.  So why even bother to write?”

She knew she was asking for more trouble, but she couldn’t help herself.  Besides, he wouldn’t dare put a hand on her in front of his mother. “Why even bother to gamble?”

Fury flashed in his eyes, as his mother asked, “To what?  Gamble?  Are you suggesting Harry gambles, Cecily?  Why, that’s nonsense!  That’s your imagination running riot yet again.  You really do need to stop writing...”

Cecily matched, as best she could, Harry’s thunderous look.  He would never touch her when his mother, or for that matter, anyone else was around.  The Duke of Bradbury, on the other hand, had no compunction about letting the entire world see his scandalous ways, but maybe that was because he was, after all, a duke.  A duke could get away with just about anything and everything, making him a rich mine of material for a writer like Cecily. 

“No more buying ink and paper,” Thea said. “It is well past time you gave up such fanciful foolishness, Cecily, and set your mi—that is, your heart on something more sensible and proper.  Such as finding a husband.  What about Mr. Eastman?  Your uncle has been persuading him to offer for you.”

The vicar?  If she was ever so desperate as to marry him, he wouldn’t let her write anything except his weekly sermons.  Otherwise, Mr. Eastman’s only redeeming feature was not being Harry. 

“I will do so on one condition,” Cecily lied, for she would never give up her “fanciful foolishness”—but she’d worry about that later. “That you and Uncle Willard stop Harry from publishing that book.  I will gladly see it destroyed.”

Before Thea could respond, Harry said, “I’m over one and twenty—indeed, I’m almost one and thirty—and they cannot order me what to do.”

“He’s right, Cecily,” said Thea. “Maybe you could write a letter to Bradbury, informing him that you intend to publish a sordid book about him unless he pays you to refrain from doing so.”

“Now there’s a plan,” Harry said. “Write the letter, Cecily—if you dare.”

“Why would I do that when I’m not the one trying to get it published?  Not to mention that’s blackmail.  I’ll do no such thing.  Let your mother write the letter, since it’s her idea.  Bradbury will use all his ducal powers to bring charges of blackmail.”

Harry burst into derisive laughter. “Against whom?  If he does, he won’t be charging her.  He’ll be charging you.  Why would she sign her name to the letter?  She’d be signing yours.  You’re the one who wrote the book.”

“That’s forgery.”

“Only if you refuse to sign it.  And how will you lodge a complaint against her?  Who would believe you?”  

Panic roiled inside of Cecily. “Then how do you expect to profit from any of it, if I’m in jail for blackmailing the duke?”

Harry shrugged and grinned. “The book will be published.  And people will buy it.  We’ll have money again.” He rubbed his hands together, unwittingly working the damp ink stains deeper into his palms.  What an oaf. 

“I’d rather we not risk angering Bradbury,” said Thea. “He’s your father’s nephew, and he won’t even let us stay in the great house though it has hundreds of rooms and he’s there for only a few months each year.  We’re lucky he allows us to reside in the dower house.” 

Harry scoffed. “I doubt he would evict us because Cecily wrote a book about him—after all, we’re part of his family.  She isn’t.  You might remind her that she lives with us strictly at our pleasure.” He said that last with a suggestive leer at Cecily that was doubtless lost on his mother. “Rest assured his anger will be directed only at her—if he finds out she’s the one who wrote the book.  Write that letter to him, if you will.  In the meantime, I’m away to London to see the publisher and buy a new waistcoat.  Maybe I’ll buy a dozen.” 

“Oh, but Harry—your sister and I have only just returned from Bath yesterday.  You’ve barely even seen Rebecca since—” But Harry was already galloping down the staircase.

Thea threw up her hands and turned to Cecily. “He’s right, Cecily, and you know your uncle would agree with him.  Unlike the rest of us in this house, you’re not really Bradbury’s relation.  You’re only the daughter of my late sister.  You’re seven and twenty, and we can’t be responsible for you anymore.  You need to find a position in another household.” 

“After I was sacked with no reference by Lady Sanford last year because she didn’t approve of her son being cordial to me?” Which the old harridan might never have known had the Duke of Bradbury not seen Cecily with her son and split them up.  That was when she started writing the book that now had her plunged deep into some very thick suds.  

“You might try writing to my brother, Lord Frampton,” said Thea. “Perhaps his new wife would like a lady’s companion.”

“I’ve never even met him.  Why do you not write to him on my behalf?”

Thea flicked a hand. “Oh, he stopped answering my letters years ago.” Probably because they were nothing but pleas for more money. “Or you can try writing to your late father’s nephew, who’s now the Earl of Ashdown.  His father and grandfather might have disowned your father, but now that they’re off this mortal coil, the new earl might take pity on you.” 

Cecily heaved a sigh as she pondered her options, all of them thoroughly unpalatable. “I suppose I have no recourse but to throw myself upon the duke’s mercy.”

“Oh, no, don’t do that!” Thea grabbed her niece’s shoulders. “Why, that is the very worst thing you could ever do, Cecily!” 

“And why would it be the worst thing, Aunt Thea?  Because I will tell him that Harry is the one behind this?”

Thea let go of her shoulders. “You’re the one who wrote it.  Promise me you will not go to the duke, Cecily.  You must weather the storm that you yourself have created.” 

Cecily stared at her aunt for a long moment before she finally said, “So be it.” She ducked back into her bedchamber and closed the door, leaning her forehead against it as she listened to her aunt’s footsteps fade away and back downstairs.  

Only then did she open the door and head for the servants’ backstairs, resolved to do the worst thing she could ever do.  She was out the door before realizing she’d forgotten her bonnet, but she wasn’t about to go back for it and risk losing the courage now driving her to the duke’s doorstep.  

She knew she was walking into a lion’s den.  Indeed, the Duke of Bradbury somewhat resembled a lion, with his thick mane of tawny golden hair.  Sometimes he could even roar like a lion.  He probably would once Cecily told him what was going on. 

But she didn’t know if he would roar with rage...or laughter.  He was renowned for both.

With Cecily, he’d only ever roared with laughter.  But now, he was certain to be enraged, and probably at her.  The only thing she felt she could do at this point was try to mitigate his anger as best she could.  

As she headed outside and down the narrow road to Bradbury Park, Cecily contemplated all the times he’d roared with laughter...at her.  

The first time was when she was eleven years old, and clambered up a tree on the edge of some woods, where Harry’s cousins, sons of the previous duke, had built themselves a clever little house.  You climbed a hanging, swaying rope ladder to reach it.  The ladder could be pulled up into the treehouse and detached from a pair of pegs around which the ends of the ropes were looped.  That was how Cecily had wound up trapped far from the ground, like a frightened cat treed by a vicious dog.  

The vicious dog in this case—in every case, come to think of it—being Harry.  

He’d perched himself up there and dared her to climb up.  He told her she couldn’t do it because she was a girl.  That was all the impetus she’d needed at that age.  Up she climbed.  

She never liked to recall what ensued between the moment she entered the treehouse, and the moment Harry detached the ladder, threw it to the ground, and left her there after he climbed down the tree.  It was easy for him to do it without the ladder.  It proved to be impossible for young Cecily in her skirt, and with no experience climbing up and down trees. 

She was stuck in that treehouse for hours.  Afternoon shadows lengthened as the sun slowly sank down to the horizon she could almost glimpse from her lofty perch that was even higher than the roof of the dower house.  She might have been awed by the sight, if not for the fear she’d be marooned forever.  The duke’s sons, by then, were all adolescents who’d long since abandoned the treehouse in pursuit of less puerile pleasures.  

Rescue came in the form of the firstborn son, the eighteen-year-old future Duke of Bradbury, who happened to ride by on horseback as twilight was falling, accompanied by his groom.  

He sent his groom to fetch a ladder, and stayed in the saddle beneath the treehouse to reassure Cecily that all would be well and soon she’d be back to earth.  

Cecily fell so madly in love with him during that brief time that she almost never did come back to earth.  

But she did, once he took her home, roaring with laughter as he told their mutual uncle and aunt what happened.  

Uncle Willard and Aunt Thea were not amused.  If anything, they were horrified that Cecily had done something so unladylike as to climb a tree, only to make herself the object of ridicule and cause so much trouble for the future duke, who surely had better things to do than rescue a miscreant little girl from her own stupidity.  After he left she’d been duly punished.  Severely.  

Harry, meanwhile, got away with what he did once he’d lured her up the tree and into the little hut nestled among the stout limbs of oak.  

She’d encountered her rescuer maybe two or three times a year since that dreadful day sixteen years ago.  On each and every occasion, he seemed maddeningly compelled to remind her of the day he rescued her from his brothers’ treehouse.  And each and every time, he roared with laughter at the memory, while she silently stewed with mortification.  

Yes, Cecily had fallen in love with him that day...but she’d been furious with him ever since, because it seemed he did nothing but laugh at her and get her into trouble.  As she marched up the front drive to his magnificent manor with its hundreds of rooms where he abided all by himself, she found herself hoping that for once, he might roar with rage at her.  Maybe then she’d fall out of love once and for all and despise him forevermore.  She’d hoped writing that book would do the trick.  Instead, it just brought more trouble raining down on her head.  

She’d walked about two miles by the time she reached the duke’s enormous manor, built of warm, golden-brown stone in the English Baroque style.  Not for the first time, she wondered why her uncle and aunt and cousins—and Cecily herself—couldn’t live here.  Uncle Willard, after all, had spent most of his childhood here.  The duke himself stayed for no more than six or seven months out of the year; and it was big enough that none of them would have to see him or each other if so desired.  

As she entered the graveled forecourt, only then did she ponder the possibility that Bradbury might not even wish to grant her an audience.  She knew he was currently in residence.  He usually was this time of year.  The display of his ducal standard attested to that, occasionally swishing against the pole atop the roof on this relatively calm day that did not match Cecily’s mood.  Yet she knew she’d have to remain calm if by chance she was able to speak to him.  

All she could do was try.   

Her heart sank as she spotted a curricle near the front steps.  Not only did he already have a caller, but she recognized the curricle and horse belonging to none other than Vicar Eastman—the same Vicar Eastman her uncle thought she should marry.  

The same Vicar Eastman even she’d thought of marrying in one of her darker moments of despair.  

Now what?  

By now it had to be about noon.  Had Mr. Eastman come to Bradbury Park for luncheon?  Cecily had made a serious miscalculation, not too unlike the one that left her trapped in the ducal family treehouse sixteen years ago.  She’d walked all this way, and it could be another hour before Mr. Eastman left.  Cecily, meanwhile, had come here uninvited with hardly a thought about luncheon—until this moment, as she heard her stomach growl. 

One of the duke’s grooms, keeping an eye on Mr. Eastman’s equipage, eyed her tentatively. “’Elp ye, miss?”

“I came to see His Grace, but I see he has other callers.  I suppose I should come back some other time.” 

He stared at her as if she had a third eye on her forehead, or a second nose on her chin. “If ye’re ’ere ’bout a maid’s job, then may’ap ye’d rather go ’round to the trade entrance.”

Cecily really should have written that letter Harry suggested, minus the threat of blackmail.  It wasn’t every day she had to concede he might be right about something. Then again, he’d spilled all of her ink, leaving her no choice but to come here personally. But she couldn’t see the duke now, if Mr. Eastman was here. “Thank you.  I’ll do that,” she said stiffly, and turned to make her way to the back of the house.  Not that she intended to go through the trade entrance.  She merely decided to return home in a roundabout way.  Coming here to see the duke had been a mad, rash idea. 

Her heart tripped, and she almost tripped with it as a banging sound from one of the manor’s windows startled her.  She glanced up to see a man with blond hair gazing straight back at her from the window.  

Even from here, she could see that he was tall and broad-shouldered, his jaw finely chiseled with a cleft in the chin.  An odd thrill tingled through her core as she gawped back at the Duke of Bradbury...who looked ready to roar with laughter. 
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Chapter Two
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Demetrius Aubrey Norbert Elton “Dane” Armstrong, the Duke of Bradbury, might have opened the window and called out to Miss Cecily Logan, if not for Vicar Eastman standing about ten paces behind him.  For that matter, Dane shouldn’t have knocked on the glass, but he could only resist so much mischief, especially where Miss Logan was concerned. 

What was she doing out there, and without her bonnet?  Was she hoping to spy on Mr. Eastman’s audience with Dane?  Maybe she really did have a tendre for the vicar.  She froze, turned to face him, and—speaking of faces, what happened to her own?  Several black smudges marred her left cheek and brow.  He surmised he’d have to rescue her yet again from one of her silly blunders.  One would have thought she was more than old enough to know better by now.  

She really needed a husband.  But Dane wasn’t entirely certain Eastman was the man to tame such a wild filly. 

She gaped at him for the space of a heartbeat, and then broke into a run toward the other side of the manor.  

Dane turned back to Mr. Eastman. “I beg your pardon for the interruption just now.  There appears to be a prowler on my property.” He stepped over to the bell pull and yanked. 

“In broad daylight?” Mr. Eastman asked skeptically. “I vow, what is this world coming to?”

“I should think that is your area of expertise, Vicar.” 

The door opened to reveal one of the footmen. “Your Grace?”

“There is a young woman lurking about the south side of this house.  Brown hair, blue frock, no bonnet, and dark smudges on the left side of her face.” A woman of that description could be anyone, even one of the maidservants, not necessarily Mr. Eastman’s prospective bride. “I would like you to show her to the kitchen with all courtesy and ask her to wait there until I have summoned her.  Tell Mrs. Hooper to offer her tea and refreshment, whatever she fancies.”

The footman blinked, a crease appearing between his brows as he said, “Yes, Your Grace.”

As the door closed, Mr. Eastman peered at Dane. “Do you have many prowlers about your estate, and do you always offer them tea and refreshment when you see them?”

Dane grinned. “Only the women.  I must assume they come here looking for some sort of...position.”

Mr. Eastman’s bespectacled eyes bulged as he made a choking noise in his throat which he tried to cover by clearing it.  His usually ruddy cheeks flushed a deeper scarlet as his spectacles slid down his nose. 

Dane pursed his lips to keep from bursting into laughter.  He didn’t know whether to feel sorry for Mr. Eastman or Miss Logan, in the event they married.  One did not deserve the other.  The unanswerable question was, who was the one and who was the other?

“I shouldn’t detain you any longer, Mr. Eastman,” he said. 

“Oh, but Your Grace has hardly detained me.  Indeed, I am the one who came here to impose on your—well, on your grace and your hospitality, when I am quite aware of how busy you must be with more important matters.”

“You do have a point there.  It’s not as if I caught you lurking outside my window and sent my footman to seize you and lock you in the root cellar till I have time to interrogate you.”

No sooner did he push his spectacles back into place than Eastman’s eyes bulged again.  No hint of scarlet darkened his cheeks, but he may have actually burped this time. “Excuse me, Your Grace.  Don’t know how that happened.  Been hours since I broke my fast.”

The vicar’s chosen hour for calling had not been lost on Dane, and for the past quarter hour of his visit, Eastman had dropped more than one hint about luncheon. 

“You needn’t apologize, Vicar.  Indeed, I thought you might have quite a large amphibian trapped in your throat.  But you needn’t fear I intend to have the young woman locked in the cellar and interrogated at my...pleasure.” 

This time Eastman coughed.  

“No, I shan’t keep you any longer,” said Dane. “You should hasten back to the vicarage and summon the physician to look at your throat.  You surely don’t want to break into fits of coughing or choking or even burping when the time comes for you to drop on bended knee before Miss Logan.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.  I suppose I should have accepted that brandy you offered when I first came here, but as I said, I personally do not care to imbibe such strong spirits ere the midday meal.  Perhaps what I really need is a bowl of hot soup.”

“Perhaps you do.  A pity I cannot abide soup, or I might have entreated you to join me for that midday meal, and maybe afterward try again to offer you brandy.  Alas.” Dane was about to yank on the bell pull again, then recalled he’d sent the footman to waylay Miss Logan.  He led Mr. Eastman out the front door to where his curricle awaited him at the bottom of the steps. 

“You’ll let me know what she says?” Dane inquired, as the vicar climbed into his curricle. 

“Of course, Your Grace.  But I’m quite certain she’ll say yes.” He flicked the ribbons and away he rolled down the drive. 

Dane remained on the front steps, watching the curricle make its way through the shady tunnel of elms before it finally disappeared out the front gate.

Familiar footsteps he recognized as the butler’s approached him from behind. “Your Grace?  May I ask if Mr. Eastman just departed?”

“He did, as a matter of fact.  Don’t tell me you set the luncheon table for two?”

“We did, but we can always remove the extra setting.  We will serve whenever you’re ready.”

“Keep the extra setting in place, Osbert.  I may have a guest, after all.”  

He cast his gaze toward the south side of the house, where he assumed Miss Logan had gone.  He’d only seen her heading that way.  It was quite possible that once he turned away from the window, she went in another direction, maybe back to the dower house where she resided with Dane’s Uncle Willard, to await Mr. Eastman’s formal call.  

Indeed, Dane highly doubted the footman managed to intercept her.  For one thing, he hadn’t heard any screaming.  He wasn’t sure Miss Logan was the type who would go along quietly.  He hoped not. 

He turned to go back inside the house, then stopped short as something caught the very edge of his vision...from the north side of the house. 

He leaned over, narrowing his gaze.  The shrubbery at the far corner of the house rustled.  Maybe it was just a bird.  Even as he had the thought, a very large creature—too big to be any bird native to England—flew out of the shrubbery and across the graveled drive. 

Miss Cecily Logan, skirts hitched up to her knees the better to run.  

“Come back here, you!” called out the footman, who burst out from that side of the house in hot pursuit.  

“Stop!” Dane bellowed from the front steps. 

The footman stopped.

So did Miss Logan, much to Dane’s surprise and, he had to confess—but only ever to himself—satisfaction. 

He gestured the footman back into the house as he descended the steps.  Miss Logan, having dropped her skirts, remained frozen in the graveled drive, not unlike one of the statues that adorned the adjacent gardens of Bradbury Park.  Of course, all of those statues were nude or nearly so.  

He leisurely approached her, taking in her chestnut hair, her eyes the color of bluebells, and even her height.  He’d never noticed before how tall she was compared to other women, at least not until Mr. Eastman happened to mention it during his call.  The vicar seemed to consider it one of her drawbacks.

Dane didn’t think it was a drawback at all, but then he was taller than just about everyone. 

He halted about six paces away from her, and bowed. “Miss Logan.  Whatever brings you here today, and in such a surreptitious manner?  Dare I ask if you were aware of Mr. Eastman’s visit?” He longed to ask about the dark smudges on her face, but thought the better of it.  He surmised she didn’t know they were there, and he had no wish to cause her any more embarrassment than he was probably doing already. 

“Not at all, Your Grace.  Indeed, had I known he was here, I might not have ventured near your property.  Or at least I would have remained out of sight of the house until he departed.  It was not my intention to trespass and prowl about.”

“Then you came here with a purpose?  One that has nothing to do with Mr. Eastman or gaining access to the interior of the house so you can case it for a later, more nocturnal intrusion?”

“No, Your Grace.  I wished to see you.”

“I can’t help noticing your use of the past tense.  Now that I stand before you, you no longer wish to see me?  Or now that you’ve seen me, you’d like to take your leave?”

She glanced around and wrung her gloved hands, clearly flustered. “I came here hoping to speak with Your Grace, but not under such circumstances.  Even if Mr. Eastman hadn’t been here, I wasn’t sure I’d be admitted or allowed to see you.”

Dane nodded in understanding.  Ideally, she should not have come here without a card, a chaperone, a bonnet, or, for that matter, a clean face.  It just wasn’t done.  Still, she’d done it, and there could only be one reason to explain it all. 

Miss Cecily Logan was in trouble. 

Again.

And it was something worse than being trapped in a tree.  Something that would explain those smudges on her face.  Something that might have something to do with Mr. Eastman, but Dane was quite sure she didn’t happen to come wandering by at this hour in hopes of being invited to luncheon. 

He favored her with his most cordial smile. “Well, you’re here now, as am I, and Mr. Eastman has left.  Shall we go inside?  Perhaps you’d care for some luncheon?”

For a fleeting moment, she looked as if she was seriously considering that offer.  Dane heard a growling sound that didn’t come from his own belly.  At that very same moment, she pressed a hand to her own and looked as if she wished the ground to open up beneath her and swallow her.  

Wait until she finds out about her face, he thought with a barely suppressed chuckle. 

“Come,” he said. “They set a second place for Mr. Eastman, but alas.  You may as well join me.”

“Thank you, but I’m afraid that wouldn’t be proper,” she said quickly, as if she wanted to get it all out before he interrupted her or she lost her nerve. “Especially when I tell you why I’ve come.  In that case, you may well regret showing me any kind of hospitality.”

His smile faded. “Should I not be the judge of that, Miss Logan?”

“Yes, and I have every reason to believe Your Grace will judge accordingly.” Her gaze was earnest, but with a flicker of apprehension in those wide blue eyes.

“Then perhaps you should tell me now, and we’ll get it over with.”

The wide blue eyes flicked from side to side. “Out here?  Right here?”

“I might suggest my library, but I can’t imagine that would be proper, either.  I understand from my sister-in-law that libraries are where young ladies, for some reason, get into the worst trouble with gentlemen who are then made to marry them.  Why, no one knows.  You’d think a lady surrounded by books would never get herself into such trouble.”

“One would certainly think so.  Very well, we’ll stand out here in the middle of your drive and I’ll tell you what brings me here.” She paused. 

Dane waited.  

She said nothing.  Somehow, she’d managed to freeze anew and revert to statue form. 

“Is this something to do with Mr. Eastman?” he prodded. 

She visibly gulped. “No, I’m afraid it’s much worse than that.”

He arched a brow. “Then you know why he was here just now?”

She met his piercing gaze. “I believe I do now.”

“Will this other matter affect it?”

“Most assuredly.  But I’m more concerned with how it might affect you.”

He cocked his head to one side. “Yet you’re behaving as if it affects you just as much—if not more so.  Pray do tell me what it is.  It may not be as dreadful as you think.” Most women of his acquaintance always tended to brew tempests in teapots.

She was wringing her hands again, taking a series of deep breaths, evidently gathering her nerve to spit it out, which by now Dane suspected and even halfway hoped she would literally do any moment. 

“Permit me to assist you, Miss Logan.  Vicar Eastman, whose living is on my estate and therefore in my gift, consulted with me this morning about the possibility of making you his wife.” Was it his imagination, or did she suddenly look—as if she didn’t already by now—panic-stricken?  Eastman had not indicated this morning that she was unaware of his feelings for her, if feelings they were.  He only stated that a spinster of her age and temperament—Dane thought the word Eastman really wanted was resignation—would make her the perfect wife for a clergyman. “You have reservations about this that have something to do with me.  Could it be—”

“’Tis not because I harbor some secret tendre for Your Grace!” she exclaimed. 

It took all of his strength not to burst into laughter. “Is that what you thought I was going to say, Miss Logan?”

“Is it?” Those two words almost came out as a wild screech. 

“I can’t deny it,” Dane said tersely, still trying to suppress his mirth. 

“Surely you don’t believe that, do you?”

“Do you?” 

“Your Grace...” She raised her hands, palms facing him in what seemed a gesture to stop the direction of this conversation. “The matter of which I speak, or am trying to speak, does not concern Mr. Eastman so much as it does you and our mutual cousin, Mr. Harcourt Armstrong.”

Dane promptly sobered.  He had little to no esteem for Cousin Harry, the only son of the previous duke’s younger brother, or for that matter, anyone in that branch of the family, save for the possibility of Miss Logan, the orphaned niece of Harry’s mother.  He regarded her with his most earnest gaze. “Pray, continue.” 

Another deep inhalation... “Mr. Armstrong came into possession of a book—an unpublished manuscript, to be precise.  But he means to have it published over the author’s objections, unless you pay him not to do so”...followed by an equally deep exhalation.

Harry’s involvement was news to Dane, but the rest came as no surprise to him, for he’d already received a letter from his London solicitor along with a galley proof of the book, thought to be the ravings of an anonymous madwoman.  Dane’s own brother once accused him of being attracted to madwomen, so it was probably true—and very intriguing.  The publisher wisely sought to make the Duke of Bradbury aware of it before proceeding any further with its publication.  

He wasn’t about to tell her this.  Not without first indulging in a bit of sport with her.  Besides, she might know something about the madwoman. “Ah, so you’re here to warn me that Harry intends to blackmail me?  Well, it wouldn’t be the first time anyone has tried to do that.  But there’s yet to be a first time that anyone succeeded.  Thank you, Miss Logan.  I appreciate your coming all the way over here to put me on my guard.” 

“But this—this book, such as it is.  If it’s published, people will think it’s about—you.  Your Grace.”

“They will think, and nothing more?  They won’t know?”

She clasped her hands together. “Well, they might know.”

“Then it is about me?”

“So everyone will assume.” 

“What else do you know about this book?  What is it, exactly?  A compilation of letters I wrote to someone whose heart she thinks I broke many years ago?”

Miss Logan narrowed her eyes. “How do you know it’s a she?”

“I’m not aware of having broken any men’s hearts, though I imagine it’s possible.  I don’t suppose you’ve read this rubbish yourself?” 

She winced, as if offended by the very suggestion that she would ever read rubbish. 

“I take it the answer is no?” Dane asked.

“He won’t let me have it.” 

“How did he come to be in possession of it?”

“He stole it, Your Grace.”

“From whom?”

“The author, of course.”

“Of course.  But who is the author?”

“Your Grace.” She lifted her hands again, this time as if she hoped to ward off a blow. “The author never intended for this...rubbish, as you put it, to be published.”

“Who is she, Miss Logan?  And by the way, you need not address me as ‘Your Grace’ every time you say something to me.”

As he expected—indeed, hoped—she turned a lovely shade of deep pink that made Vicar Eastman’s blushes and flushes look like apoplectic fits.  Dane didn’t wonder what kind of children those two would produce.  No, he wondered how they would even manage to produce them in the first place. 

Hands still up, she said, “I’d really rather not say who she is.  I only want to emphasize that she never, ever intended for the rest of the world to see what she wrote.”

Dane was beginning to suspect the identity of the author.  On closer scrutiny, those smudges on her face were ink stains.  There were even ink smears on one of the sleeves of her blue spencer jacket.  Oh, he would indulge in more than a bit of sport with her. “Then why did she write it?”

“For her own amusement,” Miss Logan replied, as if that should have been the most obvious explanation even to a lackwit, which may have described Harry, but not Dane.  Or so he liked to think. 

“Not revenge?  Just to amuse herself?”

“She knows it would be dangerous to publish it—not to mention she doesn’t believe it even merits publication because it is, as you said, rubbish.”

“But somehow Harry found out about it, stole it, and having read it, wishes to publish the rubbish, unless I pay him not to?  How much is he asking—or should I say, demanding?”

“I know not.  I only know the author has no wish for it to see the light of day, for it’s full of exaggerations and fancies that could be misinterpreted by some readers.”

“How do you know, if you haven’t read it?”

“Because I know the author.  She’s oft been accused of exaggerations and fancies, no doubt because she writes.  Indeed, one might say it’s why she writes.”

“Then I daresay I have nothing to worry about.”

“But surely you know how people are, Your—that is—”

“I surely do know how people are.  They’re more likely to believe exaggerations and fancies about me than they are the truth.  I learned long ago that it’s useless to fight human nature, especially in hopes of changing it.” His gaze bored into her eyes that didn’t even blink, for it was apparent to him that she understood him perfectly.

“I happen to agree with Your—with you,” she said. “But she feels that what she wrote belongs to her.  That it’s her property, though she’s acutely aware that women aren’t allowed to own any property.  Yet he stole it.” 

“You live under the same roof as he does.  Were you not able to steal it back?”

She slowly shook her head in such dejection that Dane actually felt a strange tugging sensation somewhere in the middle of his chest.  He never realized he had a heartstring, let alone one that wasn’t too taut to be plucked. 

“Well, Miss Logan.  You might inform your author friend that I care not if her book is published, since I do not believe it will adversely affect me regardless of its content.  I trust I need not explain to you the reasons a man in my position is unlikely to be ruined as a result.  Who knows, it might even benefit me.  The matchmaking mamas will cease to plague me.  Not that they plague me all that much now.  I’m sure you must be aware of my reputation for securing brides deemed unsuitable by all the usual busybodies, only for them to jilt me as if I’m even more unsuitable.  The tendency seems to have taken a toll.”

Without hesitation, she replied, “I am aware.  But what about the author herself?”

“What about her?”

“She herself could be ruined if this book is published.” 

He knit his brow, well aware it would look to her like a scowl. “How?  Is she one of those former brides?” 

“No.  But if her identity were known, she would be ruined and duly banished from all of polite society.”

“That may not be such a bad thing, when one considers the sort of people who fancy themselves in charge of polite society,” said Dane, who’d never noticed Miss Logan taking much of an active part in so-called polite society.  

“Her family might be scandalized enough to turn her out,” she argued. “And then she would have nowhere to go.  No marriage prospects.”

Mr. Eastman would almost certainly not marry Miss Logan if he ever found out she was the author of a salacious book about his ducal patron.  Dane was suddenly curious to read it for himself.  The galley proof was sitting on his desk under the solicitor’s letter, but he had yet to peruse it.  

He clasped his hands behind his back. “I believe you worry over nothing.  The book will, in all likelihood, be published anonymously.  Readers may speculate over her identity as much as they will the veracity of whatever” –he almost said you’ve— “she’s written about me, but how will they ever know for certain?”

“They will if Harry insists on not publishing it anonymously.” 

“Then let us assume for the sake of argument that I don’t pay him not to and that he does publish it under the author’s name.  People will buy it.  Who gets the money?  Besides the publisher’s share?”

“Harry says he will.” She sounded rightfully indignant about it.

“Then it would behoove him to publish it anonymously.  Still, not exactly fair to the author, is it?  What would you like me to do, Miss Logan?”  

“Stop the book from being published.” 

It was such a simple request, but Dane was too intrigued by her appeal to grant it so easily and end the matter today. “Before I do anything else, I should eat my luncheon.  Perhaps you will join me?  It’s all perfectly respectable, I assure you.  A maidservant can act as chaperone.” 

How could she resist? “Very well.  But may I have the chance to freshen up a bit, first?”

At which point she would finally learn about the ink on her face.  Dane could hardly wait to see how she’d react to that. “Of course.  Let us go indoors, and I shall see you are directed to the proper place for that purpose.” 

Moments later, he stood in the center of the cavernous front hall, waiting for the inevitable.  It would take a great deal of scrubbing to remove those smudges, and even then, it would be days before they faded and disappeared entirely.  
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