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    To my own Valentine—Sammy.

 "Love is not love

Which alters it when alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove:

O no! it is an ever-fixed mark

That looks on tempests and is never shaken…"  

                                     – Shakespeare
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Chapter One
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I need a wife—and damnably soon.

The thought chased through Everley's head and had him tightening his fingers into a fist, but he only kept staring at the invitations on his desk.

Ian Morley Valentine Philip Wycliffe, Duke of Everley, Marquis of Levisham, Earl Colburn, and Baron Sutton—there was no viscountcy in the family for his ancestors had thought it a shoddy minor title—started to drum his fingers and stopped. Invitations had been sorted into neat stacks, and the clock in the hall chimed ten of the morning, which on the first and third Tuesday of the month meant his schedule called for a review of the demands upon his time for the following fortnight. Dudley Fanshaw—his secretary—was droning on about upcoming responsibilities. Everley could not attend him. One particular invitation—scented maddeningly enough with roses—was nagging like a bad tooth. He kept staring at the fine handwriting in a slanting, bold black.

The Countess of Somerton requests the pleasure of your attendance at a Valentine's Day ball and house party at Somerton.

Somerton? That name stirred a memory with uneasy associations. He looked up and asked his secretary. "Why is the Somerton invitation in my will-attend pile?"

Dudley blinked. Twice. A frisson of impatience caught at Everley, but he knew better than to express it. One did not treat those in one's employ with anything but firm courtesy. He could almost hear his father saying those words. Still, Dudley cleared his throat as if nervous and straightened his spectacles.

He was the younger son of a marquis who had been a crony of Everley's father. How exactly Dudley had come into Everley's employ, Everley could not quite say. They had not been together at Eton—Dudley was only twenty, while Everley had already celebrated his thirtieth year upon this earth. But a duke must have a secretary, and somehow Dudley's name had come up at the right time—the duke's former secretary had left to get himself married.

Everley wanted to sigh but didn't.

Thirty, he knew, was the age to marry. His father had told him so, his grandfather had been married at that age, and his great-grandfather, too. There might have been a generation that had skipped the habit, but Everley was hard put to recall any particular name. Wycliffe men married at thirty—a sensible age to get a wife and set up a nursery. He'd turned thirty just last September, hence his consideration of any invitation that made it to his desk. He had to find himself a wife, and he was running short of time if he was to meet the tradition set upon his shoulders by his forefathers.

Why, with all the marriage-minded mothers thrusting daughters into his path, had he left this so damnably late? Ah, but that was the answer as well as the question. All those marriage-minded mothers had left him adept at sidestepping possible entrapments. He'd had the notion he would find a wife in his own time, but he'd left it so late that time was now in rather short supply.

He tapped the Somerton invitation card on its edge.

Everley counted upon his secretary to handle the more mundane correspondence, to weed out invitations that presented unnecessary obligation—or such boring company as to make a vicar ready to snooze—and to smooth minor details. The fact that this invitation had made it past Dudley's screening meant it presented a greater demand upon the duke's attention than a dozen others that had been politely declined.

After clearing his throat again, Dudley said, "Somerton's estate marches with your holdings in Yorkshire. The North Riding."

Everley frowned. The end of nowhere. He recalled the land. A small property, only a few hundred acres with a charming manor house that dated to the sixteen hundreds—and therefore not completely without comforts—and a set of tenant farmers with rather a lot of sheep. He also could remember some disastrous ball he had once held for the locals. His forehead tightened. Some hoyden had—

Ah, yes, now he had it...Davinia. Of course it would have been Davinia. Her father had just come into the title back then, and was not the family name Edgerton?

He rubbed at the tightness on his brow, and his heart beat a little faster.

The Divine Davinia, she'd been called when she had made her bow to society. Tall as an Amazon, graceful—well, no she hadn't been that, but she had been rather like a comet, brilliant and searing hot across the social scene. Her laugh had turned heads. Her smile had seemed to warm a room. She had also been about as destructive as a comet when it went from shooting across the sky to hitting the ground as a meteor. She had been the bane of his life for a season, always seeming to be there, laughing, tormenting, being...well, being Davinia.

She had made a wreck of his life, his peace, his...

But then she had vanished.

He'd heard she had gotten herself married to some nobody—a military or navy man or something like. He had done his best to forget her. She had...upset his world. His father had still been alive at the time, but had been ill with the dropsy that had eventually ended his days, and Everley had had his hands full, what with taking on the management of the vast estates that came with the dukedom and the other titles. That had helped him get through that dreadful year and the next and the next after that.

However, he had never truly forgotten Davinia, or their last and almost ruinous meeting in a garden. If there was a possibility she might be at Somerton, her brother's estate...? His stomach clenched, and a shiver slipped down his spine. Despite his need to find a bride, he put the invitation into the start of a will-not-attend pile. Davinia was not someone he would welcome back into his sphere. She really ought to have been called the Disastrous Davinia.

Dudley was now clearing his throat with meaningful insistence. "Beg pardon, your grace, but as you will recall, the Earl of Somerton has a daughter and no sons. The lands are also unentitled."

Everley frowned. He smoothed the expression at once. Dukes must be above showing such crude emotions as displeasure—or pleasure. He could just about hear his father saying that as well. Of course, a duke might give vent to some strong feeling but only if alone, and Everley had Dudley's presence to consider.

"Meaning...?" He lifted one eyebrow and let the word trail off. Dudley would get around to things in time. He always did.

Dudley got around to it faster than usual. "There is a connection to trade, through the current earl's late mother, but the family has since abandoned all such undesirable ties, and I believe Somerton's daughter is on your short list. Lady Susan is also close friends with the two other candidates."

Everley's stare drifted to his desk—a dark mahogany, a practical and fine piece of workmanship as befit a duke. Wycliffe men had no need to stoop to ostentation. The room matched the desk in functionality—bookcases and a fine Adams fireplace—and restrained taste with walls of white plaster and only one thick carpet. On the desk, in another stack of unfinished business, lay the list that Everley had started two years ago. Damn, but he ought to have started it a half-dozen years ago. However, he'd put it off—and off again. Davinia really had soured him on...ah, but he should not blame her for his indolence. Now the list haunted him.

Four dozen names of possible duchesses.

He'd crossed off most names already—too old, too young, too close a connection and too far. Just last autumn, he'd finally arrived at the short list—four names of ladies of good breeding who might fit the role of a perfect duchess. Irritatingly enough, he'd had to strike through one name when Lady Amanda Croft had eloped with a banker's son. However, three names remained.

Pulling out the sheet of fine rag paper—embossed with his crest on the top and written in his own careful hand with a line of black ink across most of the names—he scanned the list. Yes, indeed, there was Lady Susan, only child of the Earl of Somerton. The old duke would have issued a warning about her background what with that hint of trade, but these days it must be admitted that money had to be made from something other than land. Everley had faced that unpleasant fact already. Estates might be looked to for generating income as they always had before this modern era, but lands also required upkeep and investment to keep them profitable. One also could not forget one's obligations to churches and charities. That was where he greatly required a duchess to help manage such things for him, as well as to provide a suitable heir for the dukedom.

Besides, he would be thirty-one soon. It was time he married to maintain the tradition just as he must uphold all other Wycliffe traditions. His hand had fisted again, and he forced his fingers open and smoothed the paper he had almost crumpled. It was odd that he could not keep a single name on his short list in mind.

He glanced at Dudley.

The man came of good stock himself. He wore his brown hair short but so closely cropped that he might be taken for a sporting fellow. His wide-spaced blue eyes held some intelligence. He dressed neatly, as befit a secretary to the Duke of Everley—a blue coat for town, a brown for the country, tan breeches and plain, white silk stockings. A buff waistcoat—Everley disliked pretentions to dandyism—and black shoes. Boots when traveling. Everley did not hold with the new fashion for pantaloons—they looked...tight. Breeches had been good enough for the ten previous dukes. Well, one of them might have worn a codpiece, but that fellow had been the exception to almost everything in the family. He had also been the Wycliffe whose portrait had been banished to the attic, and no one mentioned him unless to hold him up as a bad example of pretty much everything.

Everley glanced at his list. "Do you expect the non-Somerton girls will be at this house party?"

Dudley nodded, seemed to recall that was not much of an answer, and said, his voice smooth and unhurried, "Highly likely, your grace. And one lady will no doubt meet or exceed your expectations."

Expectations! For a mad moment, Everley wanted to crumple up his list and toss it into the fire. Damnable expectations. Was he not bound utterly by them?

These momentary fits had been with him for as long as he could recall—the urge to kick over the traces, to do the unexpected. To throw everything to the wind. To dash expectations to the ground and just...well, he knew not what, for he had never done any such thing. Or almost never. This had to be the inheritance of that Elizabethan ancestor—the one who had sported a codpiece and had been a dashed loose screw by all accounts—cropping up. Nothing more. Even thinned as it was by proper alliances, that man's blood still ran in Everley's veins and had to be mastered. His father, the late duke, had urged Everley with words—and sometimes a strip of birch—to curb such impulses.

Life is about nothing more than meeting all expectations.

God, he hated that phrase. But it was the truth. Everley pulled in a breath—or tried to, for it caught in his throat. He pressed his palm flat on the cool, firm wood of his desk. It did not help.

Standing, he left the invitations and his list where they lay. He put a hand over the papers. For an instant, he glimpsed his father's signet ring on his hand—the seal of carved onyx, black as the Devil's eye—and it seemed to be on his father's index finger. Long, narrow backed hands, slim wrists, and that damn ring—the burden of a dukedom.

He had relatives petitioning him for favors, royals to attend, estates needing repairs that emptied his coffers almost as fast as they filled them, and duties...endless duties. He was head of his family, responsible for finding careers and postings for younger sons, smoothing the path of those in the family with political ambitions, and approving alliances for daughters and nieces and those with even slimmer blood ties. He was always supposed to set an example of virtue, industry, and just the right amount of aid to the poor that he might face the vicars who served in his parishes without guilt, but not so much that he would be deemed a 'soft touch' by the world in general.

Today, he couldn't bear it another second.

Chest tight, heart thudding, unable to breathe, he strode for the door, brushing past poor Dudley, who shook his head and let out a sigh. Dudley had seen this before, and Everley's face burned because of that.

He called for his curricle to be brought around to the front at once and paced the hall as footmen and porters hurried to the mews behind his London house—the duke's London residence was both vast and unfashionably to the north of town, where there was land enough for gardens and stables—to see his orders obeyed. Everley needed the rush of wind past his face. He needed pounding hooves obliterating his thoughts. He needed the sense that, even if the rest of his life was tightly proscribed, he could at least find some measure of liberty with his horses.

Dudley's voice called him back to his duty. "Your grace, how shall I answer Somerton? The invitation is neither in the acceptance nor the rejection stack."

Everley glanced at Dudley, standing patiently in the doorway to the study, hands folded behind his back and the light from the windows glinting off his spectacles. Looking past the man, Everley saw his desk. A small shock went through him, like the jolt of a punch landing hard against his solar plexus. He never left anything disordered—never. But this time he had.

Skin chilled and mouth dry, he could only think, I must get out.

He waved a hand. "I must marry before the end of summer if I am to marry at thirty, and I'm certain one of them will make a perfect duchess. I'll attend."

Bolting for the out-of-doors, he hoped for at least a taste of cool air. However, he knew whatever path he took would only lead him back here to responsibilities and the nagging horror that someday he would fail his father's memory and that of every Wycliffe before him. Every one except that dashed loose screw.
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Chapter Two
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Davinia had escaped the duke's arrival—or so she hoped. At least for now, she had her freedom. She slapped the reins on the rump of the dappled-grey pony, Gertie, who picked up her pace to a brisk trot. Crisp and chill, a breeze stung her cheeks, but a blue sky dazzled overhead. After two days of rain and ice, Davinia simply could not stand waiting at the house another moment. Guests would be arriving today...including the Duke of Everley. She wrinkled her nose and told herself not to be so judgmental when it came to that man. Perhaps he had changed. Perhaps he had not grown into a perfectly stiff and stuffy copy of his father. Yes, and perhaps Gertie would grow wings today as well to fly over these muddy roads. Would that not also be fabulously wonderful?

A fox darted across the track that wound its way to Mersey, the nearest village, twelve miles down the lane from Somerton. Gertie snorted an objection to the flash of red, and Davinia put her focus on keeping the mare firm in the traces. The shooting cart was really Freddy's, but Freddy's idea of shooting was to escape the house with dogs at his heels, gaiters on, and to come back covered in dirt, grinning, hounds exhausted and panting, and not so much as a feather in his game bag. Which meant poor Gertie—a cob perfect for the cart but a touch small to ride—never got out enough. Davinia was quite happy to provide Gertie with exercise and herself the distraction of going to Mersey for the ribbons Felicity wanted and had forgotten.

"Pink and red and white," her sister-in-law had ordered. "Or do you think that too much?"

Davinia did think it a bit much, what with Felicity nursing pink and white and red roses into early bloom in the hothouse and now set on having the servants dot Somerton with the fragrant results. With Felicity's plans, Valentine's Day promised to be rather cloyingly sentimental. However, the Countess of Somerton must have her wishes granted, and so Davinia had merely smiled and said she would do her best. She adored Felicity, but might she convince her sister-in-law that only gold or silver ribbon could be had in Mersey? Or perhaps that there was not the need to make every room in Somerton into an overly fragrant bower dedicated to love?

Davinia gave a snort. She doubted any of that, but the trip to Mersey at least promised momentary relief.

It was a small enough village what with one dressmaker, one church—Anglican, of course—a shop that tried to offer bits of everything and not much of anything, an inn that also provided a blacksmith's skills, a confectioner's that served up delectable baked goods, and three pubs that filled to capacity on market day. The excuse of lack might serve. Davinia was considering if Felicity could be convinced of such a tale when the neigh of a horse and the splash of hooves in mud had her slowing Gertie with a gentling voice.

The lane—narrow and bound by hedges planted thirty years ago when a good part of this land had been enclosed—curved with an S-like bend. Gertie's ears pricked forward with a show of interest, and Davinia slowed the mare to a walk. Around the next curve, the cause of the commotion came into view.

A carriage had overturned. Not just a carriage but a traveling chaise. Davinia could just glimpse the crest on a black lacquer door now pointing skyward. Her pulse quickened. Carriage accidents could be horrid things. She had seen one once, an overturned phaeton that had left one young man with a broken arm and a lady screaming in hysterics. Davinia's stomach tightened, but now was not a time to be sick over such thoughts.

She transferred her stare to the horses.

A team of four bays with flashy white socks fretted in the road, their harness not yet tangled. The panic bubbling inside Davinia settled into a knot of anger and disgust. Old Tom was up to his tricks again—and that near leader, holding up his leg as if he'd lamed himself, was as fine an actor as his master back at the posting inn on the edge of Mersey.

Drawing Gertie to a halt, Davinia parted her lips to offer assistance such as she might give, but a gentleman shifted his stance in the lane, moving from the shadowing trees into pale sunlight, and she forgot everything else but that tall, straight figure. Her heart gave a sharp jolt, and her mouth dried. She would know that rather handsome back—with the broad shoulders, tapering waist, and superb tailoring—anywhere.

His Grace the Duke of Everley, Marquis of Levisham, Earl Colburn, and Baron whatever else he was, stood with his hat in his hand, thumping it against his thigh. The impressive cut of his coat, the gleam of his boots, and his straight, black hair seemed perfect as ever. He stood three-quarters profile to her, and she knew the width of his shoulders owed nothing to padding and everything to the muscle he had honed. She'd once had her hands on those broad shoulders, and oh, but that thought should not make her breath catch as if she was still a green girl. She tried to focus on other memories—such as the condemnation her mother had always shown for idle lords—but those shoulders of his kept distracting. Boxing and fencing were the sports of gentlemen, and the dukes of Everley, as she knew from every gossip rag in England, always presented an image to the world of the ideal manly figure. It was a shame that perfection gave them no sympathy for anyone else's flaws.

A flush of heat shot up Davinia's neck along with sudden and stinging awareness of her own imperfections. Why did she feel a girl of eighteen, mortified at meeting a duke, and being pushed forward into society simply because her father had come into the title unexpectedly? Every embarrassment from her first ball to her last, every gauche moment of the wrong curtsy or address, every accident she'd blundered into kept swimming from memory.

Lud, but she'd been a calamity.

However, she was a widow now—Charles, bless him, had been gone these past two years, killed while he served on the HMS Monarch during a battle near the Bay of Biscay. That tragic news had struck Davinia hard but had hit her mother even harder, for she'd doted on Charles. Davinia had been left to nurse her mother through her final sickness—her father had passed on two years prior. She had come to live with her brother and sister-in-law only recently so she might help launch her niece. However, she was no longer the girl who'd escaped that dreadful scrape with Everley, and the even worse scene with his family.
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