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London, England, March 1828 

Nicholas Barton, Duke of Preston, felt a hundred times a fool. Here he was, a duke no less, hiding from a debutante behind a pair of scarlet velvet curtains.

“Preston has already left the rout this evening.” The owner of the words was George Cranbrook, a duke in his own right. “I do believe he was eager to depart for his estate in Lancashire.”

“But I saw him enter this room,” Lady Verity Payne replied in a high, petulant voice. “I’m sure of it.”

“And why would an unmarried young woman follow a man into an empty room without a proper chaperone?” Cranbrook’s tone had shifted from solicitous to admonishing.

Before the girl could reply, Preston heard another voice. 

“Verity? Verity, where are you!”

Ah, the mama. A countess looking to snare a duke for her daughter. He absentmindedly twisted the signet ring on his left hand. The ring was a symbol of the Wayward Dukes’ Alliance, an alliance that had served him well tonight.

Cranbrook called out, “Your daughter is here, in my library, but I do not know why.”

“Your Grace!” A long pause. “Verity must have gotten lost on the way to... to the retiring room. Come along, my dear.”

“But Mama, I saw the duke-”

“Come along, my dear. We mustn’t take up any more of His Grace’s time.”

A few moments later, Cranbrook gave a low chuckle. “Young man, the countess is determined to land you for her daughter. I suggest you open the French doors behind you and make your escape via the terrace.”

After stepping out from behind the curtains, Preston replied with a shudder, “Thank heavens you arrived before Lady Verity.”

“Thank heavens a sycophant baron overheard the plan and advised me of it. One of my footmen will be tossed out on his ear for helping with the countess’s machinations. Although he may not mind as I’m sure he was paid a year’s wages for his assistance.”

It was a paltry sum indeed for a young lady to secure a duke during her first season. Preston had returned to England not a month ago and was ready to flee the country again.

“Your aid is most appreciated,” he said to the elderly duke and then added with a grimace, “Without your intervention, I’m sure the lady and I would have been discovered in a compromising situation.”

Although Cranbrook was close to seventy years of age, he looked years younger. His gray hair was thick and luxurious, his hazel eyes bright with vigor.

“Your grandfather was there when I founded the Wayward Duke’s Alliance. He was my oldest and dearest friend.” The other man paused. “Unmarried dukes are thin on the ground, so I suggest you leave London as soon as possible. You’ve been away from Lancashire for nearly three years. It is time for you to go home.”

Preston knew the old duke had the right of it. “If you ever need my help, Your Grace, you need only ask.”

Preston turned, pulled back a velvet curtain, opened one of the doors, and exited onto the terrace. He sprinted down three steps and along the gravel path of the garden to the mews beyond. The night air felt cool and fresh against his heated skin.

“Your Grace!” A stableboy sprang to attention from a spot leaning against an open iron gate, a gate that led to the alley behind the mansion. “The duke had your carriage brought around.”

Bless old George.

The young man stood aside as Preston walked through the gate and into the lane to find his town carriage standing at the ready. The black coach gleamed in the moonlight, his gold ducal seal emblazoned on its side.

“Your Grace.” One of his footmen in the livery colors of blue and gray opened the door of the coach and dropped the steps for his employer.

“Home, Your Grace?” the coachman queried from his box.

“Yes, Hobbs. Preparations must be made for an early departure to Barton Hall in the morning.”

“Very good, Your Grace.”

Preston vaulted into the coach, and the footman closed the door. The carriage took off at a good clip, headed for his ducal residence in London, a large townhouse in Grosvenor Square.

During their time on the Continent, his valet had grown accustomed to moving from place to place quite often. The man could pack a trunk in only a few minutes. After a few hours of sleep, Preston would depart for the family pile.

“Goodbye, London,” he said aloud, “and good riddance.”

* * * * *
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The carriage ride to Lancashire was a long three day journey.

The trip consisted of overnight stays at coaching inns in Northampton and Brassington and, on the last day, nearly nine hours in the carriage.

The day was still sunny, the curtains of his traveling coach drawn back, when Preston reached the edge of his estate. Several minutes later, he was appalled to see overgrown hedges lining the weed-choked mile-long track leading from the main road to Barton Hall.

He hadn’t sent word ahead of his arrival. Preston had written to the housekeeper and butler upon his return to England to advise them he would stay in London for several weeks. He hadn’t counted on being pursued by so many zealous mamas on the marriage mart.

After the carriage halted in the hall’s courtyard, he watched a young groom run to the coach from the stable block.

“His Grace has returned to Barton Hall,” he heard his driver call out to the boy.

Soon after, the door to the coach opened, and a footman dropped the steps. “Your Grace.”

Preston nodded a reply once his boots hit the unraked gravel of the courtyard. Looking up at the three-storied house before him, it felt as if he’d never left. Built of local stone, wood from Mytton and Read, and lime from Clitheroe, Barton Hall was an awe-inspiring structure.

His butler, Winston, looked relieved to see his employer when he opened the great oak door. “Your Grace. It is good to have you home again.”

He heard loud hammering somewhere nearby. “What is that racket?”

“Your steward advised me he is checking the bones of the house,” Winston replied with raised brows.

He frowned. “For what, pray tell?”

“We recently noticed water damage to the ceilings on the second floor.” The elderly butler added with a labored sigh, “Mr. Sparks has taken it upon himself to inspect the house thoroughly and is currently in the dining room on the ground floor.”

Preston walked through the entrance hall to the family doorway to the dining room. When he entered the chamber, it was to find his steward with a small piece of oak paneling in his hand.

“Mr. Sparks.”

The man jumped and dropped the piece of wood. Sparks turned, his face reddening when he saw his employer.

“Your Grace. We had no idea you were returning to Barton Hall.” Mr. Sparks bent to pick up the paneling. “I’m looking for rot.”

The steward retrieved the paneling from the floor beneath him, straightened, and stood awkwardly, not meeting his employer’s gaze.

Preston thought it rather odd that the man was inspecting the house. “You never let on that there was a problem with rot in the hall in your last letter to me in London.”

“It isn’t extensive, and I didn’t want to worry you,” the steward replied quickly.

“I will hire someone to inspect the house and make necessary repairs,” he said in gruff tones, wondering if the man had caused damage to other rooms.

He stared at his steward until Mr. Sparks nodded and replied, “Yes, Your Grace.”

“Please bring the estate account books to the library at once. I would like to see the accrued expenditures while I’ve been away.” The condition of the grounds had given him pause. What had his steward been up to these last three years?

Preston exited the dining room and returned to the entrance hall. The housekeeper, Mrs. Barnes, was there to greet him. “Your rooms are ready, Your Grace.”

“Very good. After I review the accounts with Mr. Sparks, we can discuss events here while I’ve been gone.”

The woman nodded. “Yes, Your Grace.”

Preston proceeded to the library at the back left corner of the house. The curtains in the room were open, allowing him to enjoy the golden hour as the sun slipped under the horizon.

Winston had followed him into the library. “Would you care for refreshment, Your Grace?”

“Yes, I’m famished.” He paused, glancing at the carriage clock on the corner of his desk. It was just past eight o’clock. “I will wash off the dust of the road later. Right now, I need to see to important business.”

The butler departed. There was a small stack of mail on a silver salver on the desk. He looked over the correspondence, surprised to see letters from local creditors asking for payment on overdue accounts.

After Winston delivered a tray of food, Preston asked the butler to check on the whereabouts of his steward while he devoured the meat pie and root vegetables on the tray.

The typically composed butler returned several minutes later, unusually flushed and out of breath. “Mr. Sparks is gone! His quarters are a shambles, and one of the grooms informs me the steward rode away on one of the estate horses.”
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Chapter Two
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Barton Hall, Lancashire, July 1828

Miss Marina Davies felt her pulse quicken as the coach drew closer to Barton Hall. A new project. A new house to repair. La, how she loved the beginning of a restoration. Not knowing what one was getting into until you were amidst it all.

Her father knocked on the roof of the duke’s carriage as soon as the vehicle approached the courtyard of the Elizabethan house. The coach halted, and he and Marina alighted to get their first view of the structure.

Barton Hall, near the town of Preston, had been built circa 1609 around a Pele tower believed to be from the 12th century. The house of warm golden stone consisted of three floors of gleaming windows, the tower in the middle. Surrounded by woodland, some might think the hall was remote. Marina thought the location was perfect.

“What do you think of the house, my dear?” her father asked from his place beside her. “The architect is believed to have been Robert Smythson, who also helped design Hardwick Hall in Derbyshire and Longleat in Wiltshire.”

“I think it is a beautiful house. I’m surprised it didn’t receive extensive damage during the Civil War as I’ve read it was a target for Royalist forces.” Marina sighed happily as she added, “The Long Gallery apparently still has its original plasterwork ceilings.”

Her father chuckled. “Yes. Yes. Shall we go in or continue to stand out here admiring the house?”

“Oh, Father! How you tease me.” Marina looped her arm through her father’s, and they strolled up the remainder of the graveled drive and through a gated courtyard to the hall beyond.

An elderly gentleman answered their knock at an imposing oak door. “His Grace is waiting for you in the drawing room. Would the young lady like to wait in the Long Gallery on the second floor?”

“The young lady is my private secretary,” her father replied jovially. “She accompanies me in my work.”

The gentleman, whom she supposed was the butler, merely nodded in reply. A footman stepped forward to take her father’s hat and walking stick. Marina removed her large hat of lavender and primrose gros de Naples, along with her lavender gloves. A footman placed her hat on a nearby table. It was July and quite warm; she wore no outerwear over her new carriage dress.

The butler led the way from the massive entrance hall through an open doorway on his left, and they entered a room to find a tall gentleman standing with his back to them, gazing at the cold hearth.

“Sir Joseph and his secretary, Your Grace. Tea will be along in a moment.”

The duke turned to look at his guests, Marina dropped a curtsy, and her father bowed to his new employer.

The first thing she noticed about the sixth Duke of Preston was his height. He was well over six feet, with wide shoulders under a navy jacket. His dark hair fell over his forehead, his light blue eyes startling in their brightness. He glanced at her father before directing his attention to her. His gaze narrowed on her face, and his full lips tightened at the corners.

Despite her racing pulse, Marina schooled her features into a polite mask. She’d met a few dukes in her lifetime. The one before her was quite the youngest. And most handsome. It did not signify. He was a member of the aristocracy and of no interest to her.

The duke, dressed in the first stare of fashion, was an elegant figure, his bespoke clothing undoubtedly from Weston or Schweitzer and Davidson in London. In addition to her love of architecture, Marina had a fondness for clothes.

The duke returned his gaze to her father, allowing her to study him further. She quickly decided his aquiline nose and aristocratic chin were too perfect, and she must dislike him on sight.

“Sir Joseph, you brought along your daughter?” the duke asked with raised brows.

How did the man not know she was her father’s assistant? He was a duke. She’d expected he would discover everything about her father he could before employing him. If so, he should have known she traveled and collaborated with her father on his recent projects.

“Marina is the secretary I mentioned in our correspondence. She is quite indispensable.” Her father kept his tone of voice friendly.

The duke merely replied, “Please be seated.”

Her father sat on a nearby sopha. Marina settled next to her father, anticipating the tea tray.

The duke took a seat on a matching plush sopha and crossed one ankle over his knee, hands clasped in his lap. At the same time, a maid brought in a tea tray and deposited it on a long low table in front of Marina.

She automatically picked up the pot and poured tea into a cup. “Your Grace?”

“One sugar,” the duke replied in a voice as rich as her morning chocolate.

Marina added the sugar and set the teacup on the table in front of the duke, quite relieved her hand wasn’t shaking. She poured tea for her father and for herself. She pulled a small notebook and Borrowdale pencil from a pocket in her carriage dress, opened the notebook, and looked expectantly at her father.

Her father took a sip of tea before saying, “Your Grace, I have the list of repairs you thought necessary from our recent correspondence. Do you have anything further to add? My first order of business will be to inspect Barton Hall.”

“I haven’t come across any other concerns. My housekeeper should be along shortly to give you a tour of the house.” Despite his clipped tones, the duke’s voice was pleasant to hear. He took a long swallow of tea before placing his cup back on the tea tray. “Excuse me. I have business matters to address. Enjoy your tea.”

The duke got to his feet, strode across the hardwood floor, and exited the room. Instead of commenting on the duke’s abrupt departure, Marina sat forward to survey the contents of the tea tray.

“This looks a lovely treat.”

There was an abundance of sandwiches, beef hand pies, and tea cakes on the tray. Her mouth watered. Their nuncheon at a coaching inn near Brindle had consisted of bread, cold beef, and cheese. Sustenance, but not particularly tempting.

She sampled a warm hand pie. The filling tasted exceptionally fresh, as did the pastry. “Lovely!”

“We should be assured of a few good meals at least,” her father responded after finishing off his own hand pie. “Although some of these great men can be quite miserly.”

As they ate, Marina gazed about the room.

The Jacobean plasterwork over her head appeared in relatively good condition, as did the oak paneling on the walls, now darkened with age. “Were there any items in the drawing room on the list of repairs?”

Her father shook his head. “Not to my recollection. I advised the duke in one of my letters that I would inspect the house myself and inform him if additional work was necessary.”

“Of course.” Finished with her pie, she took a sip of fragrant tea before rising to her feet to take a turn around the room. After a moment, she commented, “The paneling is inlaid in the Italian style.”

Her father replied, “The paneling craftsmen were local. The plasterers came from Yorkshire.”

“There is a piece just here that looks loose.” She made a note of it in her notebook. “It is hard to tell, but I believe it was removed quite recently.”

Her father got up to take a look at the area she pointed to. “Yes, a panel was definitely removed and then replaced,” he said before retaking his seat. 

“You can see the date 1604 on the ceiling in several places among the grapes, acorns, and pendants.” Marina spent the next few minutes inspecting the mullioned and transomed windows. 

“The hall has all of its original windows,” her father commented.

She nodded. “These look to be in excellent condition.”

There was a knock at the open door. Turning, Marina saw a tall, thin older woman enter the room.

“Good afternoon. I am the housekeeper, Mrs. Barnes. Your baggage has been delivered to your quarters in the dower house. Sir Joseph, would you prefer to see your quarters now or tour the house?”

“I would like to look over the house,” her father replied, not surprisingly.

“And your secretary will accompany us?” Her tone of slight disapproval was at odds with the housekeeper’s blank visage.
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