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​​​Dear Readers,
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This is the third book in my Singular Sensation series, and so far, it might just be my favorite. There’s just something about valuable jewels being stolen and being used as leverage that I can’t resist.

That and romance. I’m a sucker for a duke finding his happily ever after every single time.

I hope you adore Edward and Juliet’s love story, and that you’ll continue to support this series by catching up or preordering the books you still need!

Enjoy!

Sandra
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To Angieleigh Eads. I’m glad you enjoy my books so much! That support keeps me going. And thanks for your never-ending friendship. I’m so glad fate put us together.
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When a scandalous rumor sweeps society, what’s a girl to do except behave even more improperly to match her tattered reputation?

Edward Marlowe, 5th Duke of Lockwood, has struggled to put his time in the war behind him. Tired of hiding within the halls of the Rogue’s Arcade club, when he attends a society event with the intention of perhaps charming a lady into his bed, he’s caught off guard as a petite beauty in a hurry, plows into him, tumbling them both to the floor, seconds before she begs for his help.

When Miss Juliet Gillingham finds a diamond brooch the size of a pigeon’s egg in a hollowed-out book at her father’s book shop, she’s curious. Though her mind spins a few tales about its origin, three days later, she’s branded as a brazen jewel thief in the papers. She didn’t commit the crime, and she certainly won’t pay the penalty, especially if she can enlist the assistance of a handsome war hero who happens to be a duke... and a former thief himself.

They attempt to discover the rightful owner of the bauble while dodging the mysterious party who wants it—and them dead. With desire simmering between them, they’re forced to keep to the shadows throughout London in order to evade detection and danger. Only by taunting the original thief by bringing the diamond into the open will they have a chance at removing themselves from scandal, but by then, even love might not be able to save them.
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October 20, 1816

Rogue’s Arcade Club

London, England

Edward Marlowe—the 12th Duke of Lockwood—stared morosely into his brandy glass as if the amber depths would provide him the answers to life and solace therein.

Despite the fact he was due to attend a rout in a few minutes, he couldn’t summon the energy—or the interest—required to leave his club and make his way through Mayfair to the designated address. After all, attending any event within society wasn’t his idea, but in order to quiet his mother’s haranguing and not-so-subtle hints, he’d agreed.

Of course, he couldn’t blame his parent for her concern. He had reached the ripe old age of nine and thirty a few days ago, and still he was no closer to marrying or begetting an heir than he’d been ten years before. Not that it was of particular concern to him. Love and romance were much an abstract concept at this point. Oh, he’d had many short-term liaisons with women, had taken a few mistresses over the years, but only once had he given his heart to a lady... to disastrous results.

It would have been so much easier had said woman died and left him to just memories, but no! Fate didn’t work that way, and it especially hated him, for when he’d offered for the lady in question, he’d been a spy for England, sent regularly to France on clandestine missions. Public opinion being what it was during the long, dragged-out war with Napoleon, having a spy as one’s fiancé apparently meant societal suicide, and she’d declined in a rather hysterical—and quite public—fashion. That had been nine years ago.

Now, each time he agreed to make an appearance in society, there was every chance that she would be there as well, for that lady had gone on to marry an earl—despite his reputation as a rogue—and from all accounts, they were quite the outgoing, sought-after couple for dinner parties and to ensure numbers at various functions would prove a success. It mattered not that she’d borne her husband the required heir and spare; she was always society’s darling.

Bah! Love and romance can go hang.

Edward drained the brandy from the cut crystal glass in one swallow. He welcomed the burn of the spirits in his throat, for it kept him anchored to the present. Which wasn’t much better if he was here at the club yet again.

Hiding.

Though retired from military service as well as the spy life nearly three years ago, he still carried copious amounts of guilt, remorse, and anger. For the things he’d done under orders. For the trespasses made against him for the same. For rotten fortune. For the pain he’d had no choice but to live through. For missed chances. For the death of dreams he’d never talked about. No one—not even his family or his closest friends at the club—knew about those emotions he’d stuffed so far down inside him they would never find their way out.

It was better that way—safer really—and he had no plans on sharing. It simply was part of him, and when he was ready, he would bring them all out, one by one, and let those feelings have at him. But for now, he couldn’t, for he was a duke of high standing and there were certain responsibilities weighing on his shoulders.

Which, of course, only added to his stunted emotional growth.

What was the point of being part of the Fortunate Seven-which was what he and his friends had been called during the war because they’d all come home relatively outwardly unscathed-if he sat here marinating in doom, gloom, and guilt for the friends who hadn’t been as lucky? For that matter, who was he to say that his presence was needed on this earth to begin with?

Sometimes, the urge to put an end to everything, at least to stop the ever-present nightmares, grew so strong he wasn’t certain he would last through the night, but securing the help he needed took an extra amount of courage he just didn’t have presently.

Would that the gods would listen to his unspoken pleas and show him a direction for the healing he so desperately wanted but couldn’t ask for.

“You look like a man who shouldn’t be left to his own devices.”

Edward shot his head up at the sound of Baron Twinsfield’s voice. One of the handful of close friends from the war, the baron had always been a calming influence in a rather turbulent world. “Hullo, Twinsfield. You have the right of it.”

Baron Twinsfield—Augustus Michael Notley—sat in one of the empty chairs at the round table then gestured to the other man who’d followed him into the private room. “I hope you don’t mind that we are going to crash your scene of introspection.”

“Not at all.” Gratitude for their friendship filled his chest. Without them, as well as the others of their set, he wouldn’t have survived so long. With a glance at the shorter, fitter man with dark French coloring, he gestured to another chair. “Sit, Aldren. Have a glass.”

Viscount Aldren—Graham Islington—had been given the title from the Regent for heroic services to the Crown during the war. He’d singlehandedly saved three men on the field of battle during Waterloo. Edward hadn’t been at that battle for he’d been sent to France by that time, but the legend surrounding Graham always seemed to grow. The man had taken that notoriety and turned it into his advantage, which helped to support his burgeoning career as a prize fighter, and truth be told, he’d been born to engage in professional fisticuffs.

Once the viscount did so and a footman swiftly brought over two more cut-crystal glasses, brandy was poured, and another measure went into Edward’s glass.

“Why are you two here? Don’t you have ladies to charm and society to bedevil?” Both of the men were a handful of years younger than him, and both had lied about their ages in order to join the military, but those details were lost to memories and didn’t matter now.

The baron snorted. “Ladies to charm, yes, and we would like to do that with you in tow.” Twinsfield raked a hand through his brown hair, which upset the style that had no doubt taken his valet an age to perfect. He leveled his gray gaze at Edward. “You need to stop shutting yourself away at this club and participate in life.”

“Bah.” Edward waved a hand in dismissal. The ruby in his signet ring—the eye of an eagle actually—winked in the gaslights. “I do the pretty in society when necessary.”

Hadn’t he been instrumental in helping the Duke of Edenthorpe as well as the Earl of St. Vincent when they’d needed to both rescue and woo their respective ladies. Wives, now, he should think of them. And that further worked to draw a brown study around him. Not only had marriage made certain the two were scarce from the club but it also drove home the fact that his loneliness was more noticeable.

“That isn’t enough, and you know it.” The way the viscount enunciated his words and held his brandy glass spoke to his cultured French roots. His father and English mother had allegedly fled to England a few years ahead of the Terror, but tragedy struck, and Graham’s mother didn’t survive the trip. His father had gone on to marry again—an English heiress who rumor held used to be a sought-after courtesan. Graham was the eldest child. “I am quite certain your mother reminds you every day of your duties to the title.”

“Oh, she does, which is why I am here.” He took a sip of his brandy.

Apparently, that wasn’t enough of an excuse for the baron. “We are headed to the Marchton’s rout tonight, and I know you have been invited.” Twinsfield stared pointedly at him. “You’re dressed for it, in any event.”

“Yes, and I was on my way there until—”

“—you started thinking,” the viscount finished for him as he ran a forefinger around the rim of his glass. “That sends a man into all sorts of trouble.”

“Indeed.” With a frown, he drained the remainder of his glass and then set it on the table with more force than necessary. Why the devil did everyone around him seek to order his life? “You realize that marrying will not solve some of my problems.”

The other two men exchanged a glance.

“Perhaps, but it will see that you have an heir should you suddenly leave this mortal coil. The men in your family do not suffer longevity.”

Well, damn. This is what happened when he kept a band of close friends for years. They knew the whole of his life’s story. “While this is true, I am not in a hurry.” Having a wife would only add additional worries, for there was always the fear his past would return to haunt him, and use said woman as leverage.

Or motivation.

“Then do not seek to secure a wife tonight.” Graham waggled his dark eyebrows. “Come to the rout with us. Find a beautiful member of the demimonde while I try to secure the same arrangement with your sister, Caroline.”

Annoyance stabbed through Edward’s chest with all the accuracy of a hot poker straight from the fire. Of which torture he was intimately familiar. “Caroline is not for you!” When his voice rose with his ever-present ire, he modulated it and tamped on the anger. “I apologize. What I meant to say was that I don’t wish for either of my sisters to marry members of the Rogue’s Arcade.”

“Why?” Baron Twinsfield’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Are we not good enough?”

“Quite frankly, you are not, and Elizabeth is much too young besides.” While Caroline was eight and twenty, Elizabeth had been a surprise to his parents. She had just turned nineteen, and though a stunning beauty, still had yet to have her Come Out.

Of which he was already dreading.

The baron grinned. “Perhaps they deserve better men than we.”

Aldren nodded. “Only a strong woman could take on former jewel thieves.”

And they were all that. Every member of the Rogue’s Arcade had some sort of thievery experience in their backgrounds. Most of it had occurred before they had come into their titles, for a variety of reasons that mattered not in this moment.

“Indeed. I’m glad I have retired from that sort of life as well as the military.” He frowned at his empty brandy glass, but truly, if he were to make an appearance at the rout, he’d rather not do it half-drunk.

“As we all are,” the baron said in a soft voice. “But I remain ever grateful to the Duke of Edenthorpe for extending his invitation to this club years ago. It has made me act in a more proper fashion and curbed most of my scandalous tendencies.”

“Is that so?” One of Edward’s eyebrows rose in question.

A flush went up Twinsfield’s neck. “I said most.”

Good natured laughter went around the table.

Finally, Edward nodded. “Fine. I shall attend the damned rout. Perhaps bedding a courtesan is just the thing to wrench me from this ennui I’ve fallen into.”

“Ennui, my arse,” Aldren said as he stood with a grin. “It’s pity, plain and simple.”

“Perhaps.” But Edward’s thoughts had moved on, and this time they were focused on Edenthorpe and the first time he’d met the duke. He waved his friends off. “I shall meet you there.”

“If you do not, I’ll return and drag you there myself,” Twinsfield warned with a laugh. “Circulating within society will be good for you. We do not need another duke shut up in his house like Baldwin Loverly.”

Oh, God. He’d forgotten about their mutual friend and club member, the Duke of Broadmoor. The man never left his house for fear of what would await him after his experiences in the war. “I promise I’ll come.”

“All right, but if you don’t, then you’ll need to attend St. Vincent’s autumnal ball tomorrow night, even if we have to bind and gag you and throw you into a carriage to manage it.” There was a note of honesty in Twinsfield’s voice that didn’t brook argument.

Ugh. He’d forgotten about that. It was the first social event the earl had thrown since he’d married his countess and came on the heels of them returning to Town from their wedding trip.

More romance to navigate through.

“Fine. I would rather go out tomorrow, but I promise to meet you tonight... perhaps. If I don’t, you fellows don’t have too much of a good time tonight.”

“Coward,” the viscount teased on his way out.

Perhaps I am.

Once they’d left the room, he planted his elbows on the tabletop and then proceeded to let his thoughts have at him.
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May 1, 1798

Fitzwilliam House

London, England

Edward released the choice morsel he’d had in quite a scandalous embrace only moments before. Oh, the woman was beautiful enough, but the diamond and sapphire necklace she wore was infinitely more gorgeous, and after all, lifting such a trinket had been his goal in coming to this boring rout.

“Don’t you wish to bed me, Lord Darlington?”

As always, his father’s courtesy title took him by surprise, for no one in his set referred to him by that name now he was commissioned into the military. At one and twenty, there was nothing he would rather do than join the fight against Napoleon, and not even the duke’s objections could quell that passion. He was to be sent to Egypt in two days as part of the War of the Second Coalition forces.

“Not right now.” With a hungry glance at the woman’s bared breasts, he sighed, for tucked in the hand he held behind his back was the very necklace he’d lusted after. “Perhaps once dinner is underway.”

“I shall have found someone else by that time.”

“Then I wish you good fortune, for I don’t want for you to pine for me while I’m with the cavalry.”

In some pique, she tugged her clothing back into place and then flounced from the study.

Only then did Edward pull the necklace into the light, and damn, the flash and fire put off from the gems in the candlelight stilled his breath. Who needed the services of a courtesan when stealing gems offered much the same rush of satisfaction? Truly, his length had twitched to life and not merely because of the kisses or sampling the woman’s charms gave.

“This will make a tidy sum once it’s broken down into individual stones.”

“Unless I choose to prosecute you first.”

Well, damn.

Edward’s heartbeat accelerated as he whirled about to find Lord Ritenour coming into the room. The man was the Duke of Edenthorpe’s son and heir, and at a few years older than him, it remained to be seen how much of a nuisance the man would make of himself. Rumor held he’d been engaged to be married since he was in leading strings. “How do you know this isn’t my necklace to begin with?”

“Ha!” After firmly closing the door, the earl advanced into the room as if he were cut from the shadows for all his dark evening clothes and hair. “Largely due to the fact I saw that very same necklace gracing the rather plump décolletage of the widow Franklin not an hour past.” One of his dark eyebrows rose in challenge. “I passed her in the drawing room a few moments ago, and her neck is decidedly bare.”

Drat the man for his observational skills. Regardless, Edward tucked the bauble into the interior pocket of his tailcoat. “How interesting. Perhaps she stole it.”

“Or perhaps you did.” He paused, no doubt for dramatic effect and propped his hands on his hips. “How dare you come here, into my family’s home, and pilfer jewels from my father’s guests.”

“Spare me the lecture.” Edward rolled his eyes, but annoyance flashed through his chest. He’d amused himself for the past few years by learning the art of thievery. Not since that first year had he been caught with his ill-gotten gain. “What would you have me do? I am not returning the necklace; she’ll have a new protector by midnight who will spoil her with equally valuable jewels.”

“That largely depends on what you wish to do with it.” The young lord held an imperious hand. Obviously, he was well aware he would be a duke someday and had the arrogance to prove it. “Let me see the piece.”

With some reluctance, Edward handed it over. Well, he would be a duke someday as well, and he didn’t need to pander to this man. “None of your lip, Lord Ritenour. If my father happens to kick off earlier than yours, I’ll be a duke and might make things deuced difficult for you in the future.”

That elicited an eye roll from the other man. “Do not think to threaten me; I am well aware of who you are.” As he bounced his gaze from Edward’s face to the necklace held in his left hand, he withdrew a small object from his waistcoat pocket with his right. As he held what appeared to be a monocle up to his eye, he squinted his other closed. “By now you’re wondering what I’m doing.”

“Oh, besides being a nodcock and a complete arse?” He shot off the words before he could recall them. It wasn’t often he was challenged.

Or caught.

A chuckle escaped the earl. “This is a monocular, handheld jeweler’s loupe. I had it specially made.” He continued to inspect a few stones on the necklace. “And you, my friend, have been fooled. These stones are fake. Made from glass and paste, but the quality is high as well as the cut, which is why they sparkle so fantastically.”

“The devil you say!”

“Indeed, I do.” Ritenour offered both to him. “See for yourself.”

In heightened ire, Edward snatched the necklace and loupe from the other man. The moment he peered through the magnifying glass, it was readily obvious these were not authentic gems. There were inclusions as well in some of the diamonds. “Well, damn.”

“It rather takes the wind out of one’s sails, hmm?”

He ignored the dig and returned the loupe. “Then, since I really didn’t steal anything of value, you have no right to hold me.”

“This is true.” The earl made no move either way.

A wave of cold relief went down Edward’s spine, but he frowned as he stared at the worthless necklace in his hand. This was one of the worst days of his life. If he didn’t nab a decent bauble soon, his pockets would be to let when he departed for the military. There would be no living it up oversees without blunt. “How did you know?”

“How did I know what? That you are a thief, or the necklace is a fake?”

Did it matter? Edward shrugged. “Both?”

A smile reminiscent of a cat’s spread over Ridenour’s face and made him vastly approachable. Perhaps in a different life, they two could have been friends instead of sure societal rivals. “First, there are a few things about glass jewels you should remember. Cut paste has air bubbles whereas natural stones do not.”

“Ah yes, the inclusions.”

“Also, paste is a poor conductor of heat, and so glass stones feel warm to the touch.”

“Fuck me. I hadn’t noticed that in the effort to remove the necklace from the lady.”

“And were no doubt distracted by her rather ample charms,” the earl added with a chuckle. “Lastly, paste stone, like all glass, has an easy conchoidal fracture, yielding brilliant, curved surfaces particularly on the widest part of the mounted stones near the prongs.”

“I shall look out for such things in the future, but damn if the stones didn’t sparkle like real in the lighting.”

“Because candlelight softens everything and isn’t a true guide.” The grin hadn’t faded. “Next time, simply rely on touch. If the stones are cool, they’re real.” Mischief danced in the other man’s eyes. “There is one thing more.”

“Oh?” Why the devil was the earl telling him all of this, and where did he learn it?

“I knew you were a thief because I am one too.” He extended a hand. “One of my favorite marks is the king’s son. Quite an idiot, that one, and spoils himself to the point where he doesn’t remember how many baubles he has.”

Slowly, Edward clasped the hand and shook it. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Then why say anything? It will only make me work harder now that I know there is a fellow jewel thief in my midst who might be eyeing the same prizes I am.”

The embarrassment and annoyance faded as Edward regarded the man. “You wish to compete with my skill?”

“Oh, indeed. Given time, you’ll be quite good at it.” He shrugged and released Edward’s hand. “Besides, with this wretched war looming, we shall all need something to take our minds from it. Especially those of us going to the front.”

“What?” Excitement circled through his gut. “You have taken a commission?”

“I have. Going to Egypt, they say, and my father is much aggrieved.”

“That is where I’m headed as well.” At least he would know one person there.

“Excellent!” The earl moved across the room to a sideboard. “We must drink to our success, and might I say, that whole damned country is ripe with priceless treasure to practice our craft.”

Edward’s mind spun with the possibilities. To say nothing of the fact that Lord Ridenour—a duke’s son—was a jewel thief and had no remorse about it. In a bit of a daze, he accepted the cut-crystal glass from the other man. “I hope we both come back home alive.”

“Here, here!” After they both drank, the earl grinned. “By the by, I am looking to open a private gentleman’s club for men like you and me who have, shall we say, special skills?” He winked. “That will be a prerequisite for entry to the Rogue’s Arcade. Have you an interest in belonging to something like that? You see, establishments like White’s and Brook’s are all well and good, but a touch dull. I want like-minded men with me in this venture.”

“Again, I have been knocked speechless.” Edward stared at his newfound friend. “It’s a damned wonderful idea. And yes, please count me in as a member.”

“I will set plans into motion, then, and by the time our first leave comes up, we can move into the club. Hopefully, other members will present themselves as time goes on.” Ridenour lifted his glass. “To the future!”

“And to enhancing our skills!” Perhaps it wasn’t the worst day of his life after all.
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Present day

Edward grinned at his still-empty brandy glass. Meeting Edenthorpe that day had completely changed his life and had no doubt kept him from going to Newgate—or various other prisons around the world—more times than he could count. His thievery skills had improved vastly since that meeting, as had his discernment into pinpointing real gems from the paste ones.

Additionally, Edenthorpe was one of his best and closest friends.

“I owe that damned man much, so I suppose I’d better start thanking him by not feeling sorry for myself and doing my duty.” As much as he was able. Nothing had changed, not really, with the memory, but at least he wouldn’t need to pass the night alone. He would celebrate that turnpoint friendship by plucking out a beautiful woman for his bed and perhaps indulging in more than a few glasses of champagne.

Duty be damned.
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October 21, 1816

Pages and Quills Bookshop

London, England

Miss Juliet Gillingham glided her fingers along the golden, embossed lettering of a few books that sat on the counter of her father’s bookshop. They were the last of the volumes that had come in the new shipment earlier today and still needed to be shelved, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to part with them yet.

There was so much interesting information there!

“I believe your task is to shelve the books instead of read them, my dear.”

She turned with a quick smile to see her father coming into the shop from the back room where they kept inventory and other items that needed storing. Still tall, the years hadn’t yet curved his back or made him feeble. His balding pate was rimmed with a ring of silver hair that used to be as blonde as her own. Though he’d turned sixty this year, he woke each morning ready to open the shop and serve the community by matching people with the perfect book.

“Of course it is, but there is only so much time allotted to me on this earth and so many new things to learn that I often don’t know how to stop.” Books were much like good friends, and she hated to part with them. “You worry too much, Papa. I am quite content here.”

Though he offered her a smile, it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “While I understand that all too well, there are other things you should spend your time doing.” He glanced at her from over his wire-rimmed spectacles. “We need to talk.”

Juliet frowned as she took two of the three books in hand. The third, a rather hefty tome regarding the history of agriculture and farming in rural England, she left on the counter, for there was a note on top with a customer’s name scrawled upon it. Then she headed to one of the shelves. “About what?” It wasn’t like her father to use such a serious tone.

“About your future.”

“Ah.” Every once in a while, he would trot out that subject, but usually she could manage to change topics enough that he would forget. Slowly, she slipped one of the books onto the appropriate shelf. “Why? I’m happy working in the shop with you.”

They both lived in rooms upstairs from the shop, where they had resided for years. It was a simple enough life, and the books brought her joy. Though it was an uncomplicated existence, there wasn’t much excitement involved.

“There is much more for you beyond these walls, Jules,” he said with a touch of his normal humor. “You are eight and twenty, and you have retained your looks.” His grin harbored a touch of sadness. “So like your mother.”

“I miss her too.” Her mother had died five years earlier of a disease of the lungs. Where Juliet and her father had caught that same influenza, they had recovered eventually, but her dear mama had perished. “I often wonder what Mama would have thought of how well the business had run, what she would have thought of me.”

“She would have been so proud of the woman you’ve become. Lovely from the inside out.” Moisture veiled his eyes, and he wiped it from his cheeks. “Which is all the more important you and I talk about your future.” He followed her when she moved to another shelf and slipped the second book into a spot. “It’s well past time for you to stop being my assistant. Find a decent man and marry.”

“Oh, Papa.” Juliet briefly rolled her eyes to the ceiling as she made her way back to the counter at the front of the shop. “Why must I?”

“That is what women in this world do.” He shrugged. As he stood at the counter as if he were a customer, Juliet clasped her hands on the smooth wood. “You need to have a family of your own. I won’t be here forever to take care of you.”

She frowned. “I am doing well enough for myself right now.”

“There is more to life than books and keeping house for me.”

“Perhaps, but you already know of my rotten luck with men.” It was a source of never-ending embarrassment with her. Already, heat stung her cheeks. “I would rather not court another disaster. It has been two years since the last one.”

“All the more reason for you to keep trying. Besides, with my loose connections to the ton, we ought to use them to our advantage.”
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July 2, 1810

Hyde Park

“What do you mean you cannot marry me?” Juliet asked in dawning horror as she set her clothing to rights. She’d given the man standing before her the only gift of value she had—her innocence—and now he wouldn’t go through with his promise? After what she’d assumed was a courtship for the last two months?

“I am already married.” As he stuffed his flagging length back into his breeches, the looks she’d previously thought as Adonis-like faded. Now she saw him for what he truly was: a manipulative blackguard who’d only wanted to bed her.

How could I have been so stupid?

Panic filled her chest. At two and twenty, she had been certain this man, this merchant’s son who had a guaranteed income with his father’s shipping outfit, would have been her future husband, which was why she had agreed to meet him in a secluded section of Hyde Park this night, let passion carry her away. “But... you’ve ruined me.”

And she’d not been sent flying from the act like her friends had whispered about upon their marriages or even what her mother had told her.

“With your consent. Remember that if you think to cry foul about this. You’ll be branded as a woman of loose morals, and then what will become of you? Keeping it a secret will ensure you are still welcome in society.” He shrugged. “For what it’s worth, you were a much better bed partner than my wife is, but I wish you luck.” Then he’d loped away from her without a backward glance.

Oh, dear God. Juliet wrapped her arms around her person as the urge to retch climbed her throat. Please let this indiscretion not result in a pregnancy.

Her parents would be so disappointed in her.
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December 20, 1812

London, England

The night had been magical! Juliet beamed as her partner escorted her to the sidelines of a drawing room. For the past three months, she’d been courted by a baronet, for her father had relied upon his connections to the beau monde to secure a few invitations to a handful of society events during the Season. What did it matter if he was twice her age?

The dream of being a wife and perhaps a mother was well within her reach, and what was more, he didn’t care that she’d already been intimate with a man from her past. Her heart was full, and flutters filled her belly each time he looked at her.

Oh, there was nothing like the feeling of being in love!

When she attempted to pull her hand from where it rested on the baronet’s sleeve, he held onto it. Smiling down into her eyes, he said, “There is something I would ask you.”

Her heart leapt. This romance was completely different from her first. Juliet nodded as her heartbeat pounded. “Very well.”

“Good.” He didn’t speak again until they’d removed to the gardens at the rear of the property. Though it was chilly, there wasn’t yet a hint of winter cold in the air. Eventually, the baronet halted and stood before her. “I wish to ask for your hand, Miss Gillingham, and will apply to your father, but I need to know if you’ll agree to marry me.”

Oh, it was finally happening! A tremble moved down her spine, from the question or the chill, she couldn’t say, but it certainly wasn’t from the romance. Why couldn’t he have at least taken her hand, or whispered an endearment first? “Do you love me?” She yearned to hear those words and to say them in return.

“Well, not exactly. You see, you look enough like my dead wife that I’d hoped to wed you, and, in that way, I could carry on as if she hadn’t expired.” A look of such earnestness lined his face he never realized the shock on hers. “And don’t worry. I only have a few sores yet from syphilis—not in visible places, thank God—so it’ll be a while before I expire. We will be able to have a handful of years together, I think.”

Her jaw dropped. Cold disappointment mixed with hot humiliation in her chest. Nothing in that statement was romantic nor did it smack of love. “You... you only want me because I resemble your dead wife?”

“Of course!” He nodded with enthusiasm. “I couldn’t believe this boon when I saw you. It’s all rather perfect if you think about it.”

She didn’t want to think about it. Not any longer, and certainly not with this man who’d kept such horrible secrets from her. Revulsion shivered down her spine. “On second thought, I would rather enter willingly into a nunnery than marry a man such as you.” So saying, she gathered her skirts in her hands and fled from the gardens as tears streamed down her cheeks.

Why am I so unlucky in love?
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May 1, 1814

Surrey, England

It was her birthday; today she was six and twenty, and one of her uncles had invited her and her father to their estate in Surrey to indulge in May Day celebrations.

Midway through the day, those early feelings of infatuation assailed her when a young lordling began paying attention to her. Perhaps she was too hopeful or perhaps she’d never learned the lessons presented over the past four years, but she tittered and indulged in games on the lawn within his group.

After dinner that evening, the man in question led her into a hedge maze and at the heart, he kissed her with all the romantic expectations she could have dreamed of. Then, she trembled when he took her hand.

Oh, he’s going to ask to pay his addresses!

“You are quite the looker, Miss Gillingham, and your pedigree is nothing to sneeze at.” 

Heat burned through her cheeks. “Uh, thank you?” What an odd thing for a potential suitor to say. But then, he was fairly young and perhaps not as sophisticated as he should be.

He raked his gaze up and down her person with a hunger in his eyes that had flutters scudding through her belly. “And you have a mouth made for scandalous pursuits.”

“What?” That was inappropriate. 

“That being said, I would rather enjoy it if you consented to becoming my mistress.” The lordling squeezed her fingers. “While I make a name for myself and hold out for an heiress, why shouldn’t I have some fun along the way? And you can have peace of mind knowing you’re under my protection.”

Shock ricocheted down her spine as she stared at him in shock. For the third time in her existence, a man didn’t want her for all the ways that mattered or even because they adored who she was as a person. They only wanted her for what she could do for them, and mostly between the sheets. Never had she despised her looks more; never had she hated her penchant of perhaps falling in love with the most inappropriate men.

“How dare you even assume I would agree to that plan!” Before she could think, she shot out a hand. When her palm connected with his cheek, the sound of flesh hitting flesh seemed to echo through the heart of the maze. “A woman’s physical form does not give any man the right to treat her as an object to be used.”

Then she stormed away, out of the maze, across the lawn, into the manor house, and into the room allotted to her, slamming the door behind her.

I am done with men. If they cannot see past my face and body, I want nothing to do with any of them.

Dreams be damned.

Fate had decreed there was nothing else for her than to keep her father’s house and assist him with the London book shop. She would have to find a way to be content with that lot.
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Present day

She came back to herself with a tiny start and a gasp. Nothing good would happen being lost to memories or being reminded her she had a horrid judge of character.

“Juliet, did you hear me? I said we ought to use my loose connections to the ton to help you find a husband.”

Rarely did her father mention his pedigree, so he must truly be worried. He was a grandson of Viscount Littleton, the third son of that man’s fourth son. Because the bloodlines were so diluted, all of those men had been forced to find their own ways through life. Owning a book shop was her father’s answer to being an upstanding member of society, but that tenuous hold on the ton had always sat in reserve.

“Since that worked out so well the last time?”

At least he had the grace to color. “We must try. I don’t want a life of struggle before you due to marrying a lower quality man.” So much remained unsaid in that sentence, her cheeks heated. Obviously, it was no secret she had the tendency to choose poorly.

She shoved all her misgivings away. “I adore how optimistic you are, Papa, but like some of these books, I am firmly on the shelf. There is nothing wrong with that. Perhaps I will use the time to concentrate more on my painting. I have been wanting to get back to that for an age already.”

“You are quite skilled, I’ll agree.” The corners of his eyes crinkled. “However, also like those books, one never knows when the right reader will come in here looking for exactly them.”

“You are adorable.” Juliet took his hand across the counter and squeezed his fingers. “Let me think about it. I am weary of making another mistake.”

“Very well.” He nodded, and suddenly seemed more tired than usual.

“Go upstairs and fix yourself some tea. I’ll finish up here and then join you afterward.”

He leaned forward and cupped her cheek. “You are the best of all daughters, my dear. It is why I am trying to take care of you and see your future set.”

“What about your future? You will need me to look after you.” She’d fretted over him since her mother had died.

“I have all that I require to be comfortable into old age.”

Unexpected tears jumped into her eyes. “I shall be well. Don’t you worry. All those silly dreams of love and romance I once had are buried beneath practicality. This bookshop is your legacy, and I will keep that alive.”

“Then I will keep yours the same until you believe in them again.” He pointed to the large book on the counter. “Lord Breckenridge will be by tomorrow to pick up that book as well as pay for it. It took me an age to locate it and order the thing.”

“I’ll be mindful of it.”

With a wave, he returned to the back room, and soon enough, the echo of his shoes on the worn wooden stairs at the rear of the building echoed.

Juliet shook her head. Her poor, dear papa worried entirely too much over her future. Didn’t he understand that she was perfectly content with her life as it was? Once she returned to painting, perhaps she could sell a few. Then she wouldn’t need to fret over finances.
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