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      Miss Lydia Montague’s life takes an unexpected turn when she learns of an inheritance that could grant her the independence she’s always craved. But there’s a catch: to claim it, she must travel with the brooding Maximilian Ashcombe, Duke of Hasting, to his remote estate. Neither is thrilled by the arrangement—Maximilian sees it as an inconvenience, and Lydia is determined to prove she doesn’t need his help.

      As the journey unfolds, danger shadows their every step. Bandits, sabotage, and unforeseen mishaps force them into close quarters, and the tension between them ignites into something neither can deny. Lydia’s fiery spirit and Maximilian’s unyielding nature clash and complement, creating a bond that grows stronger with every mile.

      But when a shocking secret about the inheritance comes to light, their fragile trust is tested. With rivals plotting against them and their hearts on the line, Lydia and Maximilian must decide if their journey will end in separation—or if love will prove the ultimate destination.

      One Duke of a Time is a thrilling Regency road trip romance filled with passion, peril, and the undeniable pull of two hearts destined to find their way.
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      The Montague townhouse in London buzzed with genteel chaos. Housemaids moved swiftly through the corridors, brass polished to a shine, and the scent of lavender filled the air. Miss Lydia Montague, however, was far from calm.

      "A stipulation? From Aunt Eugenia!" She waved the solicitor's letter in the air. "A blasted stipulation? As though I were some frail ninny who cannot travel without a chaperone!"

      Lady Honora, her elder sister by twelve years, sighed from the chaise. "It is not uncommon, Lydia. Inheritances often come with conditions."

      "Conditions," Lydia snapped, pacing the drawing room, her crimson skirts swaying, "are for horses and debts, not for women with perfectly functional intellects."

      Honora winced. "Do stop waving that about. You are wrinkling it."

      She paused, the letter trembling in her hand, as her gaze drifted toward the tall windows. A vivid memory surfaced—a younger Lydia, no more than ten, sitting cross-legged beneath a lilac tree while Aunt Eugenia spun tales of pirates and daring lady adventurers. The scent of ginger biscuits, the rustle of chickens in the grass, and Aunt Eugenia’s laughter flooded back with warmth. She had only visited a handful of times, but those moments had left an impression. The idea that this same woman had now left her a legacy—complete with strings—felt like a final nudge from beyond the grave.

      She hated the thought of being bound by rules, expectations, or even well-meaning ghosts. Yet, Aunt Eugenia’s letter tugged at something beneath her bravado.

      Lydia halted before the fireplace, the letter clenched in her gloved hand. "Aunt Eugenia left me an estate, Honora. An actual estate. With a proper roof and a dowry sum that would make even your husband raise an eyebrow. And yet, I cannot claim it unless I am escorted to Devonshire like a wayward governess."

      "At least it is not Father escorting you," Honora muttered, lifting her teacup.

      Lydia narrowed her eyes. "No. Instead, I am to be accompanied by Maximilian Ashcombe, Duke of Hasting, and if the tales are true, an unrepentant rogue."

      The name hung in the air.

      Honora's spoon paused mid-stir. "The Duke of Hasting? The one with the jawline that could fell a lady at thirty paces?"

      "Yes, that one," Lydia said, lacking any reverence.

      "But he is positively dour. Is he not the one who stared down the Prince Regent at some affair?"

      "Stared down, insulted, and left with his cravat untouched," Lydia replied. "He is also reputed to have the charm of a wet boot and the temperament of a lion with a toothache."

      "And yet," Honora said, setting down her tea, "you are to spend several days traveling with him."

      Lydia lifted her chin. "I shall be perfectly safe." She did not entirely believe it—not about the road, and certainly not about him, but she would never admit it.

      Honora raised an eyebrow. "From him, perhaps. But what of yourself?"

      Lydia did not answer.

      Two days later, the Montague butler announced, "His Grace, the Duke of Hasting."

      Lydia rose from the window seat where she had been pretending to read. In truth, she had spent the better part of the morning picturing how much starch a man like the duke poured into his spine before breakfast.

      Maximilian Ashcombe did not disappoint—he entered tall and brooding, dressed in deep navy riding clothes tailored to perfection. His boots gleamed. His cravat was immaculate. And his expression, when he saw her, hovered between mild annoyance and visible restraint.

      Lydia smiled sweetly and offered a curtsy. "Your Grace."

      Maximilian bowed. "Miss Montague."

      "How dutiful of you to arrive precisely on time."

      "I find punctuality preferable to dramatics."

      "Pity," she murmured. "We do dramatics so well in this house."

      He glanced at the overstuffed drawing room—the floral upholstery, her sister's needlework, the framed sketch of a dog that had died three years ago. "I can see that."

      She moved forward, the feather in her hair bobbing. "Will you sit? Or would you rather stand and glower a bit longer?"

      "Standing suits me," he replied.

      She offered a slow smile. "How fortunate. I do adore a man who knows his strengths." He smelled faintly of bay rum and leather.

      His eyes narrowed a fraction.

      Honora cleared her throat from her spot near the fireplace. "Would you care for refreshment, Your Grace?"

      Maximilian inclined his head. "Thank you, no. I am only here to collect Miss Montague and begin our journey."

      Lydia folded her arms. "So it is true, then. You view this as an errand."

      He met her gaze squarely. "Do you not?"

      His calm demeanor irked her, as if he were already resigned to suffering her company rather than curious about it. Annoyance sparked in her chest—was he truly so unmoved? She wondered, not for the first time, what he really thought of her. Was she merely an obligation, an inconvenience to be endured? Or was there something else behind that maddeningly impassive expression?

      She arched a brow. "I see it as a grand adventure, of course. But then, I have imagination."

      "And trunks, I presume."

      "Five. Possibly six. And a hatbox. And the Dowager Countess of Marchweather, who has decided to accompany us, though I suspect she believes we are going on a seaside holiday rather than a legal expedition. She packed three trunks of shawls and a taxidermied squirrel, so I fear the worst."

      His sigh was audible.

      They stared at one another across the room, the air charged. He took a step forward, and she did not back away.

      "Miss Montague," he said in a voice carved from the same marble as his cheekbones, "I understand you dislike the terms of this journey. I assure you, I do as well. But I have no intention of being waylaid by frivolity or diversion."

      She tilted her head. "That is a shame. I excel at both."

      His mouth twitched. "Of course you do."

      She took a step closer, the tips of her boots nearly brushing his. "Are you going to try and manage me, Your Grace?"

      He paused. Then, with an air of dry amusement, he said, "Miss Montague, attempting to manage you would be the height of arrogance. I knew your aunt well—she had the same fire, the same disregard for rules. She once prevailed upon me to help with a difficulty at her property in Devonshire. It seems I have not escaped her errands even now. She was adored by many, including my grandmother. It is part of the reason I agreed to this. It felt right to honor her wishes. But make no mistake, I intend only to endure you."

      She grinned. "You will be wearied beyond endurance, then."

      Their eyes locked, and something shifted. He reached for her gloved wrist—not forcefully, but instinctively, as she swayed slightly closer to him.

      "Careful," he murmured.

      "Of what?" She notched her chin.

      His gaze dropped to her lips before returning to her eyes. "Of proving me wrong."

      She did not move. Scarcely breathed.

      A heartbeat passed. Then two.

      Lydia slowly extracted her wrist from his grasp. "I am packed," she said lightly. "We shall leave in the morning, yes?"

      He nodded once.

      She flashed him a smile as sharp as a duelist’s blade. "I do hope you are not easily scandalized, Your Grace."

      He looked heavenward as if summoning patience, then cast a wary glance toward the hallway. "This is going to be a very long trip," he muttered.

      "Touché." She laughed, her voice rich with mischief.

      She did not know what lay ahead—but she was not afraid of where the road might lead. Aunt Eugenia had once told her, with a wink and a sip of brandy, that the best journeys began with a little defiance. Lydia smiled at the memory.

      “Until morning, Miss Montague,” he said.

      “Do try not to be scandalized, Your Grace,” she returned.
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      The duke’s carriage was elegant discomfort: plum damask and brass polished to a shine. Lydia sprawled on the bench, her crimson skirts bleeding into the interior. Beside her, the Dowager Countess of Marchweather settled, sighed, and within moments fell asleep, lace cap askew, parasol clutched like a baton. Maximilian, Duke of Hasting, sat opposite, straight-backed, his navy riding coat and precise cravat creating a barrier of propriety between him and chaos.

      They had barely left the Montague townhouse before the mood inside the carriage soured. A delicate snore punctuated the duke’s movements as he extracted a fold of heavy parchment and consulted it with the focus of a surgeon about to make a difficult decision.

      “We shall proceed via the Southwark Turnpike and then to Exeter by the main road. It is the swiftest route. There have been disturbances on the lesser roads.” He did not look up.

      Lydia made a small noise of disgust. “How dreadfully unoriginal. Is it your policy to avoid any experience that smacks of novelty, Your Grace?”

      He folded the map carefully. The dowager murmured “nonsense” in her sleep and adjusted her shawl, undisturbed by strategy or scandal.

      Ignoring their chaperone, he met Lydia's gaze and said, “It is my policy to avoid unnecessary delays.”

      “Unnecessary!” She twisted to look out the window at the congested streets of London. “You cannot possibly tell me you prefer the monotony of the highway to the wonders of the countryside. There is a detour through Little Whitchurch with views so spectacular that even the sheep would be inspired to poetry.”

      “I do not take advice from sheep,” Maximilian replied, “and neither should you.”

      She laughed, the sound echoing in the coach. “I will have you know I have taken advice from far less reputable sources.”

      “I do not doubt it.”

      She fixed him with a look. “You never laugh, do you?”

      “Rarely,” he said. “It encourages people.”

      She smiled mischievously, then braced her boots against the opposite bench as the carriage lurched over a deep rut. “Your Grace, what would happen if, for one brief hour, you allowed whimsy to dictate your actions?”

      He considered her in silence. “Society would collapse, I suspect.”

      She eyed the map in his gloved hand. “May I?”

      He hesitated, then passed it across, his fingers brushing against hers. The contact was brief but noticeable. A prickle ran up her arm. Lydia looked at him, eyebrows raised, but he was already smoothing his cravat, his gaze fixed on a spot just above her head.

      She flattened the map on her lap, tracing a meandering blue line. “Here. If we detour at Little Whitchurch, we will arrive only—what, half a day later? But we will have three times the scenery and only a slight chance of highwaymen. Unless you are afraid to demonstrate your dueling skills?” She grinned with challenge.

      “My skills require no demonstration,” Maximilian said. “And I am responsible for your safety. I will not jeopardize it for a sketchbook.”

      Lydia, affronted, pressed a hand to her chest. “You might consider that I am capable of protecting myself. How can you be so certain I am not the more dangerous companion?”

      His eyes slid to her. “Experience.”

      “I have been nothing but delightful. Admit it.”

      He didn’t, but the corners of his mouth twitched, and Lydia seized upon it as a victory.

      She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, her posture a challenge. “If you insist on this route, I demand at least one concession.”

      He sighed, resigned. “What is it?”

      “Provisions. If I am to be denied scenery, I will require adequate sustenance.” She propped her chin on her fist. “What did you bring?”

      He gestured to the sleek travel hamper between them. “Salted meats. Biscuits. Fruit. Brandy.”

      She blinked. “Is that all?”

      “It is a journey, Miss Montague, not an embassy ball.”

      She rolled her eyes and flipped open the hamper. “You have neglected jam, pickles, clotted cream, and any number of delights. Did you not bring tarts?”

      He looked genuinely perplexed. “Should I have?”

      Lydia pressed a hand to her temple. “Dear Lord, you intend to starve me into compliance. I suppose you have also forbidden singing and—” she snapped her fingers, “—laughter.”

      “I would never forbid anything, Miss Montague,” Maximilian said, though the set of his jaw suggested otherwise. “I merely make recommendations against certain things.”

      She withdrew a wrapped biscuit and sniffed it suspiciously. “If you are trying to bribe me with this, you should know I am not above blackmail.”

      He folded his arms. “I am not above retaliation.”

      She snapped the biscuit in half, crumbs scattering onto her skirts. “I should have brought a companion with backbone.” She glanced at Lady Marchweather, blissfully unaware as she slept.

      “Perhaps you might have,” Maximilian replied, “if you had not terrorized every eligible escort in London.”

      She gaped, then grinned. “You have heard the tales, then.”

      “I have lived them.”

      After each retort, his fingers drifted to his cravat.

      She tilted her head, studying him. “If you are this tense before we have even left the city, you may not survive to Devonshire.”

      He reached for the brandy flask, opened it, and poured himself a judicious inch. “That is a risk I accepted the moment I agreed to this.”

      Lydia watched him over the rim of her biscuit, a small smile on her lips. She could not decide if he was the driest man she had ever met or merely the best at concealing his true self beneath layers of starched cloth.

      Lydia pretended to study the map, but her eyes flicked up at regular intervals, catching Maximilian watching—her face, her hands, the way she arranged her skirts.

      Her breath caught as his gaze dropped to her mouth, then he blinked hard, as if pulling himself back from a ledge. Her mind drifted to the moment in the Montague parlor when his hand had caught her wrist. She remembered the gentleness of his touch and the way his thumb had pressed against her pulse. She wasn’t sure whether he meant to steady or possess her, and she found she would not have minded either.

      The memory unsettled her, which meant she had to confront it.

      “Is wrist-grasping a family specialty?” she asked.

      He blinked, startled. “Pardon?”

      “You did it when we met and looked as though you meant to do it again just now.” She waggled her fingers.

      His gaze lingered on her hand before returning to her face. “I suppose I did. You seem to have that effect on people.”

      “Unnerving them?”

      “Disarming them,” he said, leaving her uncertain whether it was an insult or a compliment—perhaps both.

      She folded the map and handed it back. “There, Your Grace. I have conceded the route at great personal cost. The least you can do is agree to a detour if I spot anything remarkable along the way.”

      He hesitated. “Within reason.”

      She leaned back, satisfied. “Everything I do is within reason. My reason, to be specific.”

      Lydia pressed her cheek to the window, watching the city fade into narrow lanes and sparse hedgerows. It was not the landscape she craved, but she resolved to make it interesting, even if Maximilian refused.

      As they rounded a bend, the carriage hit a rut the size of a badger’s sett. The jolt dislodged Lydia from her position, pitching her toward Maximilian. His arm shot out, steadying her.

      The dowager snorted awake at the jolt, blinked at Lydia on the duke’s shoulder, and promptly dozed off again with a satisfied hum.

      For a moment, neither Lydia nor Maximilian moved. Her shoulder pressed against his chest; his breath tickled the curls at her temple. She felt the tension in his jaw. The warmth of his palm against her bare arm was almost indecent, and she became acutely aware of how closely her ribs brushed his with every breath.

      She could have righted herself immediately, but she did not.

      “Easy, Miss Montague,” he murmured, not loosening his hold. “This road is less forgiving than one may think.”

      She twisted to see his face, chin tipped defiantly. “I prefer roads with character.”

      His eyes dropped to her mouth for an instant—an unguarded flick—before he released her, every motion precise and deliberate.

      Returning to her corner, she adjusted her skirts with exaggerated dignity. “If you find my company so hazardous, perhaps you should have had me tied to the bench like a bandbox,” she said.

      “I would have, had I anticipated the level of chaos,” he replied, smoothing his coat as if it, too, had been offended by the contact.

      They did not speak for a while. The silence felt different now. Charged, expectant.

      It was Lydia who broke it, craning her neck to see what lay ahead. “Look! Up there by the oak tree. A party of musicians!”

      Sure enough, a motley group had set up a makeshift camp beside the road consisting of two fiddlers, a woman with a tambourine, and a barrel-chested man attempting to coax a tune from what looked like half a piano strapped to a cart. The music was uneven but spirited. Lydia rapped on the carriage ceiling, signaling the driver to slow.

      Maximilian scowled. “Is there a reason for this detour?”

      “Of course,” Lydia replied. “We are in the country. It is expected that one mingles with the locals.”

      She exited the carriage before he could protest, her skirt lifted to clear the step, her boots landing with a satisfying crunch on the dirt. Maximilian followed more slowly, his posture conveying skepticism.

      Behind them, the dowager slept through the noise, her soft snores creating a steady rhythm.

      The musicians were delighted by the sudden appearance of nobility. The fiddlers launched into a jig, the woman with the tambourine offered a wink and a curtsy, and the man at the battered piano greeted Lydia with a bow that nearly toppled him.

      “Will you play for us, miss?” he asked, his voice bright.

      “Only if you can keep up,” she replied. In a move that would have scandalized every matron in London, Lydia tucked her skirts under and perched atop the piano crate. Her fingers found a bold tune, and the others joined in. Laughter and melody filled the air.

      Maximilian stood in the carriage’s shadow, arms folded, but his gaze never left Lydia. He watched her play—her whole body bent to the instrument, her eyes shining—and felt, against his will, a twist of admiration. She was both captivating and magnetic.

      He noticed how the barrel-chested musician leaned closer, his hands hovering too near Lydia’s as they played a duet, his smile too eager. Maximilian’s jaw tightened.

      When the song ended, the musician clasped Lydia’s hand. “You have a rare talent, miss.”

      She laughed. “You should hear me when properly inspired.”

      The man’s eyes widened with understanding, and a hint of something else.

      Maximilian intervened, stepping forward. “Thank you for entertaining us. We must be on our way.”

      Lydia shot him a look but allowed herself to be ushered back to the carriage. The moment the door closed, she turned on him.

      “You are incorrigible,” she said, her voice low but furious. “Was I about to be abducted? Ravished in broad daylight?”

      He met her glare with calm. “I was protecting your reputation.”

      “Oh, hang my reputation,” she spat. “Do you think I care what a random fiddler says about me?”

      “Not everyone you charm means well,” Maximilian replied. “Your family entrusted me with your safety, and I will not disappoint.”

      “I have no need of a keeper.”

      He leaned in, his expression serious. “I do not wish to be your keeper. But I am bound, Miss Montague, to deliver you to Devonshire in the same condition in which I found you.”

      She shook her head. “You have no idea what condition you found me in.”

      His jaw ticked, but he refrained from speaking.

      She pulled the curtain aside and watched the musicians fade into the distance, their music a faint echo. “Why do you even care?”

      He spoke quietly, so that only she could hear, “Because your aunt was a woman of strong principles. She would have wanted someone to look after you, even if you do not wish it.”

      Lydia turned, taken aback by his sincerity. He looked not at her but at his gloved hands, the leather creaking as his fingers tightened.

      She let the silence linger, then said, “You are not very good at this.”

      He looked up, startled. “At what?”

      She gestured between them. “Companionship. Friendship. Whatever this is meant to be.”

      He said nothing, but the tips of his ears flushed faintly.

      She softened a fraction. “Next time, you could simply ask me not to flirt with the locals. You might be surprised at how well I obey polite requests.”

      He regarded her as if she were a new species of beetle—interesting but potentially dangerous. “You do not strike me as the obedient sort.”

      She leaned forward just enough that their knees brushed. “Obedient, no. But reasonable, sometimes. Especially if reason is presented attractively.”

      He allowed himself a dry chuckle, the closest she had seen to a laugh. “Duly noted.”

      The carriage rolled on as evening lengthened, shadows creeping along the interior. Lydia found herself stealing glances at his profile, the stubborn angle of his jaw, the way he rested his hand on his thigh. She wondered if he watched her too in the fading light.

      As darkness fell, the landscape grew indistinct, hedgerows blending into one another, the only certainty being the warmth of the space and the heartbeat of possibility within it.

      They arrived at the inn long after dusk. The footman, blinking sleep from his eyes, swung open the carriage door and stepped back as Lydia exited, her crimson skirts flashing in the lantern light. Maximilian disembarked more calmly, making his way to the low-beamed entrance as the first drops of rain began to tap the roof. The dowager allowed herself to be helped down, declared the weather “excellent for the joints,” and requested a tray in her chamber at once.

      Inside, the inn’s warmth enveloped them, thick with the scents of roasting meat, yeasty ale, and a floral note that seemed out of place in the English countryside. The innkeeper, a red-faced woman with a commanding presence, greeted them with a curtsy and a hasty apology.

      “I am afraid the common room has been taken over by Viscount Standish’s hunting party, Your Grace. Quite the lively lot tonight. We have set aside a private parlor for you just through here.”

      Lydia cast a longing glance at the noise spilling from the main hall, but Maximilian’s steady hand at her elbow guided her toward the promised sanctuary.

      The parlor was cozy and well-appointed—a small table that left their knees one careless breath apart, two straight-backed chairs, and a single lantern in the center casting a warm glow. A silver bell sat beside the breadbasket, and Lydia eyed it warily.

      “You may sit anywhere,” Maximilian offered, gesturing with a formality that felt exaggerated.

      She chose the chair facing the window, just visible beyond the curtains, and watched as the rain shifted from sporadic taps to a steady murmur. When Maximilian took his seat, the table was wide enough to make reaching across a deliberate act—a calculation Lydia was sure he had considered.

      “Does the parlor suit Your Grace’s requirements?” Lydia inquired, her voice edged with mockery.

      “It is perfectly sufficient,” Maximilian replied. “Though I admit I am surprised you do not miss the company of Standish’s merry group.”

      She tore a piece of bread and buttered it. “Why would I, when I have your dazzling conversation to sustain me?”

      He inclined his head. “You mistake sparring for conversation, Miss Montague.”

      “I am an excellent conversationalist,” she replied, “if given the right stimulus.”

      He poured the wine, filling her glass first—a courtesy or perhaps a warning that he would monitor every drop she consumed.

      “Your move,” she said, raising her glass.

      He smiled, a rare display of teeth, and saluted her.

      The first course arrived: partridge, roasted and glazed, with tiny new potatoes and a tangle of greens. Lydia attacked it with relish, making little effort to hide her appetite. Maximilian ate more slowly, as if each chew required careful deliberation.

      “You are judging me,” she remarked, her mouth full.

      He looked at her over the rim of his glass. “Never. I am trying to guess what you will do next.”

      “That is a fruitless endeavor,” Lydia replied, stabbing a potato. “Even I rarely know.”

      “That is what makes you interesting,” he said.

      She looked up, taken aback. “Is it?”

      He nodded. “Most people are predictable. You are… not.”

      Momentarily abashed, Lydia took another bite in silence. The shadows from the lantern flickered across Maximilian’s face, making it appear softer, almost vulnerable.

      They spoke little during the main course, content to let the quiet fill the space between them. When the plates were cleared and the innkeeper brought out dessert—a slice of glossy chocolate torte accompanied by a single fork—Lydia could not suppress a laugh.

      “They have only one fork for us?”

      “Perhaps it is a test of character,” Maximilian replied.

      “Or a prelude to battle,” Lydia countered.

      She reached for the fork first, poised it over the torte, then hesitated. With exaggerated politeness, she offered it handle-first to Maximilian.

      “After you, Your Grace.”

      He accepted, carved off a small bite, and transferred the fork with care, setting it parallel to her hand.

      She took her generous portion, the torte yielding to her with ease. Lydia closed her eyes as the flavor spread rich, bittersweet, and enveloping. She let out a soft, involuntary sigh.

      When she opened her eyes, Maximilian was staring at her, the fork paused halfway to his mouth.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” he said, his voice lower and rougher than before. “It is rare to see such genuine pleasure in anyone.”

      She smiled, unsure if he meant to insult or compliment her. “I do not believe in doing anything by half-measure. If it is worth doing, it is worth savoring.”

      He set down the fork, poured a cordial for each of them, and raised his glass.

      “To savoring,” he said.

      She clinked her glass to his.

      For a moment, neither spoke. The lantern flickered, and the fire in the corner cast shadows. The air between them was warm and safe.

      Lydia set her glass down and regarded Maximilian. “You do not seem like a man who indulges often.”

      He shrugged slightly. “Duty rarely leaves room for indulgence.”

      “What did you wish for before you became Duke of Hasting?” she asked, surprising herself.

      He considered, fingers drumming on the tabletop. “I liked the stars. As a boy, I would sneak onto the roof and watch them until dawn. My father found it a waste of time. He preferred that I read treatises and ledgers.”

      “And you?” she pressed.

      “I preferred the stars,” he said. “But one must give up childish things.”

      Lydia leaned in. “I do not think you ever gave them up. I think you simply learned to keep them hidden.”

      He looked at her—not with the calculated appraisal of earlier, but with sincerity. “Perhaps you are right.”

      She offered the fork again, and he accepted, letting their fingers linger in the exchange.

      “I used to climb trees,” she said. “I would tear every dress, come home with scraped knees, and hands full of whatever birds' nests I could rescue from the crows. My mother despaired, but there was no stopping me.”

      “I find it hard to imagine you cowed by anything,” he said, a smile forming.

      “I find it hard to imagine you ever sneaking anywhere,” she replied.

      He allowed himself a quiet laugh. “We all contain contradictions, Miss Montague.”

      The torte vanished quickly, and as Lydia licked the last trace of chocolate from her thumb, she realized she felt lighter than she had in weeks.

      The innkeeper returned. “The countess is abed,” she reported, “sleeping soundly.”

      "Thank you, ma'am," Lydia said, then stood. "I suppose we should retire as well."

      Maximilian rose, pulled Lydia’s chair back, and led her toward the corridor where their rooms awaited.

      At the foot of the stairs, he paused.

      “I have been considering your proposal,” he said.

      Lydia tilted her head. “Which one?”

      “The diversion,” Maximilian clarified. “Through Little Whitchurch, for the scenery.”

      She smiled. “Truly?”

      He nodded. “Perhaps it would do us good to remember that some things are worth seeing, even if they cost us a day.”

      Lydia’s heart leaped. “Then it is settled.”

      He offered his arm, and she took it, surprised by how natural it felt. Together, they ascended the stairs in silence, the only sounds being the rain and the fading laughter from the hunting party below.

      At her door, Lydia paused. “Good night, Your Grace.”

      He bowed once. “Good night, Miss Montague.”

      The door closed softly behind her, but the warmth of his presence lingered, along with the promise of the detour to come.
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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