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CHAPTER 1


London, England

August 1827

“MISS FARTHINGALE, WHAT is the matter?” Alexander Havers, the new Duke of Davenport, had not expected to run into Tulip Farthingale when he stepped into Lady Fullerton’s garden on this hot summer evening, hoping to get away from the crush of revelers in the ballroom at one of her famous routs.

The night was steamy, threatening rain, if the heavy scent of grass and damp leaves was any indication, although not a drop had fallen yet. But a light haze had settled over the trees and lush shrubbery, dimming the rows of lanterns gaily strung along measured intervals and giving the impression of a fairy garden hidden in mist.

A church clock bonged in the distance to mark the midnight hour.

This also marked his last night in London before Alex returned to Somerset and the Davenport estate his predecessors to the title had left in shambles. He thought he had been alone out here until the lovely Tulip had run straight into him and bounced off his chest, for she had been moving very fast.

She had a tendency to do this, having run into him in this same manner the first time they had met, and he had been thinking of her ever since.

He caught her in his arms to steady her, the softness of her lithe body familiar as he wrapped her securely in his embrace.

Wispy tendrils of haze encircled them.

Blessed saints.

She felt remarkably good in his arms.

“Oh, dear!” She looked up at him, her big blue eyes reflecting the firelight from one of the garden lanterns. “I’ve done a dreadful thing, Your Grace.”

“You have?” He struggled not to grin at the earnest expression on the face of this charming bluestocking he would have liked to know better. “What have you done? You know I am no longer working for the London magistrate, an impossibility now that I have inherited a dukedom, so I will not report you to the authorities. Your secret is quite safe with me.”

Until a few months ago, he had been simply Mr. Alexander Havers, and had yet to get used to being addressed with the deference accorded his new title. While he had not changed who he was in essence, most around him had suddenly turned into fawning toadies because he had inherited a dukedom. Those who ignored him in the past now fussed over him, pretending they had always admired and adored him.

Young ladies went to great lengths to throw themselves at him now that he had become London’s most sought after bachelor.

Not Tulip, however.

She avoided him as much as she could because she was wary of the Davenport reputation. Only recently had she started to thaw toward him, hopefully understanding he was nothing like the dishonorable Davenport dukes who had come before him.

He kept hold of her, rather liking the feel of her body against his palms.

She was draped in pale blue silk, a hue that matched the color of her striking eyes, and he thought her the prettiest thing he had seen in an age.

“Lord Finley Caruthers took me for a stroll in the garden,” she said, clearing her throat as though it pained her to make the announcement.

“That is a serious crime,” he intoned, taking care not to laugh.

“Please do not tease me about it. He wanted to kiss me and–”

“You let him?” He frowned, knowing exactly what a dishonorable hound like Caruthers meant to do once alone with Tulip, and it was not restricted to a single kiss.

“No!” Her eyes rounded in horror, then her expression turned sheepish. “But I almost let him do it.”

“Almost?”

She nodded. “You see, I wanted to be kissed.”

Dear heaven.

Alex would have obliged her, and been a far safer partner than that lout, Caruthers.

“But then I realized that I did not wish him to be the one to kiss me. Especially not for my first time.”

“Your first?” His heart lurched, and then suddenly began to pound erratically.

Why was his heart pounding?

This was his last night in London. One night. Only one night and he would be off to Somerset for as long as it took him to get his dukedom back in order.

You fool, just let this evening pass quietly.

But he ignored the warning.

He ignored the simple and effective rules that had kept him out of compromising situations all summer long. Do not engage a girl in conversation, especially not this girl and not while you are holding her in your arms. Do not look at a girl’s lips, especially not this girl’s lips that he had ached to kiss since their first meeting.

She was now giving her fleshy lower lip a soft nibble.

He could go on with more rules that he was obviously abandoning because this was Tulip Farthingale and he did not understand why he could not get enough of her.

To his chagrin, she seemed quite comfortably nestled in his arms and was making no attempt to move away when she could have done so with ease.

She should have done so.

He would never be so boorish as to prevent her.

“Yes, my very first kiss.” She nodded again, the dark curls surrounding her lovely face bobbing delightfully. “Because I have never been kissed before.”

“That is usually what a first indicates,” he said, then quietly chided himself for his snide response. He blamed it on the heat coursing through him. “So, never?”

“Not once in all my life,” she continued, giving him a slight frown for his impertinence. “And I thought it was time to take the leap. But as his lips drew closer to mine…”

“What happened?”

The expression on her face turned to one of distaste. “I panicked and ran off. How could I kiss anyone who did not have my heart? Should it not be splendid and meaningful, a kiss to cherish all the days of my life?”

Oh, gad.

This is why he stayed away from innocents.

They were so…innocent.

“All right, I’ll keep an eye on you as you head back into the ballroom. Just promise me you will stay close to your family for the rest of the evening.”

Tears now formed in her eyes as she solemnly promised. “I feel so ashamed.”

“Why? It was just a harmless kiss that never took place, although it might have led to something far more compromising.”

“I know. I think this is what scared me into running away from him. He was not looking at me in any nice way.”

Alex glanced around the garden, wondering where Caruthers had got to. Should he not have caught up to Tulip by now? “Um, did you by any chance hit him before you ran off? With a heavy object, perhaps?”

“No,” she said with a sniffle. “I simply ran off when he attempted to stick his face close to mine. And then he stuck his tongue out from between his pudgy lips and…ew. But, oh. I see. He should have walked right past us to return to the ballroom, but he hasn’t yet. I promise you, I did not touch him. And the garden paths are sufficiently lit so that he should not have lost his way or tripped over a tree root.”

Alex let out a breath as he repeated his earlier instruction. “Go back inside the ballroom. I’ll stay out here and watch you walk in.”

“Then you’ll go in search of Lord Caruthers? Should I not go with you?”

“That entirely defeats the purpose of getting you safely away from him.”

“But I am with you, so he would never dare anything. Besides, I know exactly where I left him and you do not.”

He ignored the stubborn look on her face. “This is not a large garden, Miss Farthingale. Just point me in the general direction and I will find him. Without your assistance. I do not want you within reach of him again.”

“All right, I–”

Several lanterns close by began to sway and pebbles crunched as Caruthers trod heavily toward them, looking ferociously angry. “There you are, you little… Ack!”

Alex did not wait for the curse to come out before he tossed Tulip behind him and in the same motion grabbed the angry lord by his throat to prevent him from uttering a crass word or worse, pouncing on her. “The lady refused. It is over, Caruthers. Do not make more of it than it is.”

“She’s a shameless tease,” he growled when Alex released him a moment later, for he was not trying to strangle the lout but merely startle him into stopping.

“She is young and innocent, and you ought to have known better than to lure her away from the ballroom.”

“You mustn’t blame him, Your Grace,” Tulip said, but had the good sense to remain behind him as she spoke. “I am the one who suggested it. I give you my sincere apology, Lord Caruthers. It was wrong of me, quite foolish and wrongheaded. I beg your forgiveness for any embarrassment it may have caused you.”

“Your turn now, Caruthers,” Alex prompted when the oafish lord said nothing in response. “Accept her apology and move on.”

“I’ll show you acceptance,” he muttered, appearing ready to take a swing at Alex, then remembered he was now a duke, and thought better of challenging him. Not to mention Alex was bigger and stronger, and a more ruthless fighter.

“You’ll regret this, Davenport! And so will your pretty pigeon!”

“Not as much as you will if you dare trouble her again,” he said while making certain Tulip remained safely behind him.

Obviously frustrated by the impenetrable barrier Alex presented, Caruthers repeated his curses and threats, and then stormed off toward the ballroom.

Tulip watched with trepidation as her spurned suitor stomped up the terrace steps. “What do you think he means to do?”

Alex did not know, but he doubted the man was going to stay quiet.

He glanced up at the sky that was covered in a layer of clouds, as though the heavens had slammed their door against him, refusing to listen to his silent plea for this little altercation to resolve without further problem.

But he knew it would not.

An entitled lord like Caruthers was not going to take rejection lightly.

Sighing, he placed Tulip’s hand in the crook of his arm. “Come back inside with me.”

Tulip held him back a moment. “But is it safe for you? I mean, people might think I went into the garden to kiss you. Is it not better for me to walk in alone as you first suggested?”

“No. That was before Caruthers leveled his threat.” He was not going to risk that angry lord deciding to stake a claim on her and alleging he had compromised her.

If any false accusations were to be leveled, better they be leveled against him because he would always protect Tulip.

She held him back again. “But it is certain to cause you more trouble if we walk in together.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Why are you so concerned about me, Tulip?”

“Should I not be? Haven’t I caused you enough of a headache for one night?”

“Aren’t you Farthingales notorious for this very thing?” he teased. “Do not alarm yourself. This is nothing I cannot handle.”

But Alex knew trouble was afoot when he saw Caruthers march out of the ballroom with John Farthingale in tow not a moment later. John was the Farthingale family patriarch entrusted with Tulip’s care, and Caruthers was obviously giving him an earful of lies. On their heels came a small army of ladies and gentlemen, several of whom he recognized as indiscriminate gossips.

The snake had wasted no time in spewing his venom.

“There! I told you! There’s your precious ward, Farthingale. See how cozy she looks beside Davenport? Did I not tell you he had ruined her?”

Tulip gasped and curled her hands into fists. “How dare you spout those abominable falsehoods! And to think, I–”

Alex held her back. “Be quiet, Tulip.”

“But he is a lout,” she said in a whisper, knowing they had to get their stories straight. “I apologized to him and he took it with utter lack of grace. Well, I’ll show him.”

“No, you’ll be quiet and let me handle the matter,” he said with quiet authority.

She was only going to dig herself into a deeper hole than she had already dug for herself if she told the onlookers it was Caruthers she had lured into the garden. Did she not realize she might be forced to marry the wretch?

Alex would never allow this to happen. “Tulip, close your eyes.”

She widened them. “What? Why?”

“Because I am going to kiss you. Do you or do you not want a first kiss? Would you mind terribly if it was with me?”

“Why would you ever want to kiss me? And why now when everyone is watching?” She gasped, suddenly realizing the implications.

“Quickly now, yes or no. They are marching down the stairs toward us.”

“Are you mad? It will ruin you.”

“To be precise, it will ruin you. It has already ruined you.”

“And you are determined to save me?”

He nodded. “It is me or Caruthers. Do you mind becoming my duchess?”

“Yours? But–”

“Choose, Tulip.”

“You.”

He drew her into his arms and kissed her with all the heartfelt sincerity he could muster, which was surprisingly a lot because he actually liked her.

In addition to her obvious physical charms, she had shown moral rectitude. What other young lady would have apologized to him and Caruthers? What other young lady would have felt any remorse for her mistake and not blamed anyone but herself for her lapse in judgment?

What other young lady would have sought to protect him?

But was it not up to Alex to protect her?

“Wise choice,” he murmured, pressing his lips deeper onto her slightly open mouth that was open because she was still trying to talk sense into him, but he was beyond listening. Nor would anyone else among the approaching throng ever listen to what she had to say in her own defense.

They had seen her standing beside him in the shadows of Lady Fullerton’s garden and were already poisoned by Caruthers’ lies into believing the worst had taken place.

That beast was determined to destroy the sweet innocent forever.

Alex counted to three before removing his mouth from hers, already regretting the end of their kiss because she had the prettiest lips, soft and plump, and they tasted of mint and champagne.

He stared down at her.

She appeared distraught as she returned his gaze. “Why did you do this? Don’t you realize what this means?”

He nodded. “You’ve just received your first kiss…and your first marriage proposal.”


CHAPTER 2


TULIP’S STOMACH BEGAN to twist in knots as she watched the family patriarch, John Farthingale, stride down the steps of Lady Fullerton’s terrace in an obvious rage. “Tulip, what in the name of heaven?”

“Oh, dear,” she whispered, watching his approach with trepidation.

“I have you,” Alexander Havers, this new Duke of Davenport, responded with surprising calm.

She had to admire him for his cool resolve as he slid a proprietary arm around her waist, all the while knowing what was about to happen.

“Ah, Mr. Farthingale. Perfect timing. I was just coming to look for you.”

John arched an eyebrow. “And for what reason might that be?”

“Has Caruthers not told you? Well, he might be a little sore because he has lost this courtship battle. I just proposed to your ward,” he said, glancing at Tulip, “and she has accepted to marry me.”

A collective gasp arose from the throng of curious onlookers who had followed John out of Lady Fullerton’s house, one that ended in disappointment because there was no scandal in a couple kissing upon a marriage proposal. Not only was there no scandal, but murmurs of frustration could be heard from several marriage-minded mamas and their daughters who now realized that the Duke of Davenport had just been taken off the marriage mart.

Lord Julius Thorne, who was Davenport’s best friend, made his way through the crowd. “Davenport! Well done! May I be the first to extend my hearty congratulations? Gory,” he said, referring to his wife, the former Lady Gregoria Easton, “will be thrilled when she learns of this.”

“Thank you, Thorne,” he said with a gracious nod, offering no hint that his life had just been upended by a wayward Farthingale.

Oh, Tulip felt so bad about this.

How were they to fix this mess?

The slight tightening of Davenport’s arm around her waist was his way of warning her not to confess anything, and certainly not the truth.

She fully intended to follow his lead because she was quite out of her depth at this moment.

Julius’s brother, Ambrose, Duke of Huntsford, offered the same warm cheers. “Adela and I shall happily second my brother’s good wishes.”

Adela, his wife who was standing beside him, nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, yes. We offer our hearty congratulations. Davenport, you’ve chosen wisely. Tulip shall make you an excellent wife.”

“I know,” he said with surprising conviction, smiling as he glanced at Tulip.

Oh, dear heaven.

The Thorne brothers and their wives had to be aware this was all a ruse.

While Davenport had become good friends with the Thorne brothers, she had become best friends with their wives. They all knew she had spent the last few months running away from Davenport and not encouraging their acquaintance.

Having issued his congratulations, Julius had to now be silently trying to figure out what had really just happened. Tulip noticed him staring at Davenport and gesturing with raised eyebrows, as though trying to communicate in a secret code.

Well, they would all learn the truth soon enough.

But for now, they would go along with this sham of a marriage proposal because this is what friends did.

Supported each other.

Davenport had saved Julius’s wife, Gory, last year after she had been involved in the mystery surrounding her uncle’s death, so Julius was going to stand by his friend no matter what later transpired.

Davenport, not then a duke and merely known as Alexander Havers, top investigator for the London magistrate, had been assigned to solve this difficult crime that everyone was still talking about because Gory’s uncle, the Earl of Easton, had been murdered.

Worse, suspicion had fallen on Gory.

It was Davenport’s keen mind and sharp observation abilities that probably saved Gory’s life, for not only was she innocent, but the killer intended her to be the next victim. Of course, Julius had been by Gory’s side at every step, intent on protecting her and doing a very able job of it. But it was Davenport who had figured out how the crime had been committed and who had done it.

He was brilliant.

All of London knew this.

Tulip smiled up at this man whose kiss still lingered pleasantly on her lips. “Davenport is quite excellent himself. A better man than I ever realized. I was surprised, but most grateful for his offer of marriage.”

“I’m not,” Julius said with a satisfied nod. “Well, I am only going by what Gory told me. She saw the spark between the two of you immediately and hoped for this happy outcome.”

Tulip suspected this was a complete exaggeration.

Gory was engrossed in bones and medical dissections, and now caught up in preparing to give birth to their first child, for she was about eight months along.

This explained why Julius had come alone to Lady Fullerton’s rout. His wife was the size of a small whale right now.

Tulip smiled sweetly as Adela added to their ruse. “I saw it, too. The sparks between you two could light up the night sky.”

“Ah, you are so very clever,” Davenport said smoothly. “We thought it might be impossible to fool our good friends.”

John’s wife, Sophie, now made her way through the crowd. She was the matriarch of the Farthingale clan and the one to be credited for holding their large family together.

“Oh, my word,” Sophie said with a groan. “Am I hearing right? Is there to be another wedding?”

What she really meant, as she cast Tulip a look of exasperation, was that not a single Farthingale female had ever managed a proper courtship, and now Tulip was about to be added to that growing list.

Tulip cast her a wincing smile. “Yes, Aunt Sophie. Isn’t it wonderful?”

Sophie sighed.

The last dozen Farthingale weddings had been chaotically patched together affairs. Poor Sophie had been the one charged with organizing a wedding breakfast within a matter of days each time.

Tulip hoped her count was a little off and she wasn’t number thirteen.

Not that she was superstitious, but why tempt fate?

Having this number of rushed weddings within the family did not speak well for the Farthingale brides involved, she supposed.

“Hooray! Another wedding!” Tulip’s cousin, Marigold, cried as she pushed her way forward through the crowd. Marigold had been the last Farthingale to wed in haste and was now happily married to Leonides Poole, the Marquess of Muir. Having been caught kissing Leo in similar circumstances, she had to know this announcement was utter fakery. But ever softhearted, Marigold would never give them away.

Of course, her cousin was going to ask a hundred questions afterward.

Davenport turned to John. “I would appreciate discussing this matter with you privately, Mr. Farthingale.”

Tulip coughed to stifle her laughter.

Had Davenport just asked for a private meeting?

Did he not realize with whom he was dealing? The Farthingales had raised meddling to an art form.

The word private did not exist within the family’s vocabulary.

The elders were already starting to gather around John. Those included John’s two brothers, George and Rupert. George was a revered doctor, London’s finest, and among the smartest men she had ever met. Nothing ever got past him, although the same could be said of Davenport who still had his arm protectively around her waist and did not appear inclined to remove it anytime soon.

Both of John’s brothers were going to insist on participating in the betrothal discussion.

Listening in through the peephole of John’s study door would be herself and a handful of her female cousins, likely to include several of John and Sophie’s five daughters, and Marigold for certain. Probably her cousin, Violet, too, since she lived next door to John and Sophie on Chipping Way with her husband, Captain Romulus Brayden.

Marigold and her husband also lived on Chipping Way.

Lord Caruthers, having suddenly reassessed the situation, was livid as he approached her and Davenport. “It is lies! All lies! She was in the garden with me. I am the one she must marry!”

Lady Fullerton strode forward, no doubt seeking to regain control of her party. “Lord Caruthers, it is well known you are in the desperate hunt of a fortune to save your estates from your own reckless actions. I must say, this is a new low even for you. The hour is late, and it is time for you to leave.”

To make certain the lout gave her no difficulty, Lady Fullerton motioned for two of her burliest footmen to escort him out.

Tulip was worried Caruthers might try something else, although not at this party but at a later time. He had lost out and this should have been the end of it, but the venomous gleam in his eyes warned there was more to come.

Perhaps she was better off marrying Davenport and gaining his protection instead of looking for ways to wriggle out of this coil.

Well, they would discuss this shortly upon returning to John and Sophie’s residence.

If Davenport was willing to marry her, why should she resist? The prior Davenport dukes had awful reputations, which was of deep concern to her. But he did not appear to be like them at all. He was a nice looking man, big and muscled, and that was a heady combination when matched with his intelligence. Least in importance was his title, but Tulip could not deny the protection gained in becoming his duchess.

If there was fault to be found with Davenport, it was that he kept too much to himself. Yet, he had come to her aid without hesitation. She loved the way he still held her close, quietly positioning himself to keep her safe.

This spoke well of his character, did it not?

“Thank you, Lady Fullerton,” he said, his voice a deep and authoritative rumble, as Caruthers was shown the door. “My sincere apologies for disrupting your party.”

Lady Fullerton was all smiles. “Nonsense, Your Grace. My party shall be the talk of London tomorrow and every hostess will be green with envy that I snared this coup. You and Miss Farthingale, secretly in love, and now you are to marry! And to declare it at my rout! It is wonderful, simply wonderful.”

She called for her butler to bring champagne for everyone. “I shall offer a toast to your good fortune and many, many years of happiness.”

They both thanked her sincerely.

Tulip hoped they might get a day of happiness out of this fiasco.

After the toast, the orchestra resumed playing.

It happened to be a waltz.

“Would you care to dance with me, Miss Farthingale?” Davenport asked. “I believe it is expected of us.”

She stared up at him, dismayed because he was incredibly handsome. Perhaps it was the splendid way he looked in his formal evening attire, the impeccably tailored jacket that molded to his muscles and made his shoulders look so broad. Perhaps it was the heat she noticed in his piercing, dark eyes that had her melting a little as he stared at her while awaiting her answer.

All of that magnificence was capped by glorious waves of dark hair.

She smiled at him in gratitude, but also felt some hesitation because she was worried about what would happen once their betrothal announcement was shown to be a hoax.

But for tonight, they were a young couple in love. “Yes, it would be my honor.”

He led her onto the dance floor and took her in his arms with the confidence of a man who knew how to hold a woman and make her melt.

Oh, she was so out of her depth.

The butterflies in her stomach were in a mad flutter and her legs were in danger of turning to sand and crumbling beneath her.

She understood why a young lady could fall in love with this man.

But whatever had possessed him to make this sacrifice for her?

“Thank you for everything,” she said with heartfelt sincerity as the music started because there was no denying he had defended her reputation tonight.

“No need to thank me, Miss Farthingale. I did you no favor.”

“Please call me Tulip, for we are now betrothed and a certain familiarity ought to be acceptable. But…how can you deny your good deed? You saved me from Caruthers and from my own foolishness. It was quite valorous on your part.”

“You think so? Well, no matter. We’ll continue the conversation at your uncle’s home.” He said no more as he guided her with obvious proficiency around the floor.

This man had all the skills and made everything look easy.

She followed his lead and remained silent as they danced, for she was trying to make sense of him. He now looked severe and authoritative, yet had shown himself to be wonderfully valiant and protective.

He sighed upon noticing her dismayed expression. “You think I am angry with you.”

She nodded. “Aren’t you? And do you not have every right to be?”

“No, I knew the risks involved in coming to your rescue. But I also knew this might work out well for us.”

“How?” She did not see any advantage to him in taking her on as his wife.

Well, perhaps there was one. He would no longer be considered eligible and hunted down by every debutante wishing to snare him. It could be more accurately said that they were hunting the title and not the man himself.

Another advantage was that as a duke, he had the power to set whatever terms he wished for in their marriage.

Who would dare contradict him or deny his demands?

Was that it? Did he want a wife in name only and thought he had settled on someone biddable? Namely, herself.

This might make sense if he had a reputation as a rake, but he did not. If anything, he was the quiet sort who spent most evenings on his own, working or reading.

And if he thought he had just proposed to someone docile and easily managed, someone who would not interfere with his style of living, then he was about to receive a rude awakening.

She was not docile.

Although she understood why he might mistakenly think she was. Having been raised in the countryside, she had not yet gained confidence going about in a big city such as London. After months of living here, she was only now beginning to learn her way around the bustling streets.

What also confounded her were these rules of Society that seemed so arbitrary.

She was still grappling with them, particularly when they felt so hypocritical. Why make a fuss about a young lady’s virtue when so many of the married ladies had affairs after marriage?

Some of these ladies were not even discreet in their liaisons.

Neither were their husbands, for that matter.

“Do you doubt our marriage could be advantageous to both of us?” Davenport asked, responding to her question with one of his own. “You could be useful to me. The seat of the Davenport dukes is in Somerset, and this is where you were born and raised.”

“Yes, I grew up in the village of Burnham which is not far from Thornwycke Hall,” she said, referring to the impressive estate that was his ducal seat. “But I did not realize you were aware of this. Then again, it is no secret and must have come up a time or two in conversation.”

“Yes, it did.”

But those conversations were never with her because she had spent much of their acquaintance avoiding him.

No doubt, Marigold had told him all about her.

Her cousin was sweet and delightful, but could also chatter like a magpie.

“I am still not sure how my Somerset background helps you,” she said. “I was not raised among the titled elite and can tell you little about the prior Davenport dukes or their families beyond what I noticed from a distance or what I heard going around our village as common gossip.”

“That is far more than I know about them. I’ve had no dealings with them since I was a little boy. By purposeful design, but now I wish I had kept a closer eye on what was going on over these past few years.”

She regarded him thoughtfully. “Because a string of Davenport dukes have died in quick succession? Yes, the local magistrate could have used your skills to investigate those untimely deaths. You do not need to marry me to find out all the lurid gossip I’ve heard about that. I will gladly tell you.”

He arched an eyebrow. “They were ruled accidental deaths by the local coroner in each instance. Have you heard anything to the contrary?”

“No,” she admitted. “Although to lose so many family members within a short period of time seems quite unnatural, don’t you think?”

“Not unnatural. People die, and this is the natural way of things. My predecessors did not have sterling reputations. Who knows what damage they did to themselves with their profligate ways?”

Tulip merely nodded, choosing not to argue the matter. But four Davenport dukes had died within a span of five years. Was this not significant enough to raise doubts about how innocent those deaths were?

She had lost both her parents in a tragic accident years ago.

One accident that had led to both deaths.

But this is not what had happened with these Davenport dukes.

Four had died in quick succession, although the first had died quite innocently of old age. But the others? Each had met his abrupt end in a different way.

Two had died after falling off their horses.

One had drowned.

“Tulip, I did question how I came to be the next duke. Until a couple of years ago, I was too far down the Davenport line to ever consider that I might inherit the title. But you have to understand my family.”

“Oh, I know your family’s reputation quite well.”

He cast her a wry smile. “Yes, which explains why you so diligently avoided me all these months. The Davenport men are hedonistic wastrels. Name any vice, and I’ll give you a Davenport duke who indulged in it to the extreme.”

She nodded. “We all saw how they lived their lives of excess and indulgence. They cared only for themselves and gave no consideration to the harm they caused others. Is this why you believe their deaths in short succession plausible?”

“Yes, although I did have my doubts. Ultimately, I could draw no other conclusion. I’ve read the coroner’s reports and they were quite thorough. He ruled the deaths accidental. No hint of foul measures.”

“Oh? When did you read them?”

He cast her a wry smile. “Shortly after I inherited the title. I thought it prudent to do a little investigation, just to be certain nothing more was going on. I was not keen to become the next duke about to meet a quick and untimely end. Must we discuss this now?”

“No, I suppose not.” But she was relieved he had looked into those deaths and was satisfied there was nothing sinister going on.

She had enough concerns about marrying him.

A murderer on the loose should not be one of them.

Her greatest worry was in regard to the terms of their marriage.

What was he offering?

Having come from a large and loving family, this was important to her.

She did not care about becoming his duchess. A title in itself was not going to secure her happiness. What she wanted was a true and loving friendship between them. The hope of children in their future.

She had grown up surrounded by caring family, for both her father’s Farthingale relations and her mother’s Hester family had taken active roles in raising her. Every cousin, whether related by first, second, or third degree of consanguinity, treated her as one of their own.

John Farthingale was actually her father’s cousin, but she referred to him as Uncle John because it felt odd to call him cousin.

The same for George and Rupert, since they were the older and wiser family members and it felt right to address them as uncles, too.

Perhaps this was why she appealed to Davenport, a man denied the warmth and protection of his blood kin.

By marrying her, he would acquire a ready-made, closely knit family.

Was not his desire to be a family man among a good family like hers another point in his favor?

Tulip was still trying to make sense of him when he regained her attention. “What are you thinking now, Tulip?”

“That you are an excellent dancer,” she said lightly as he continued to twirl her around the crowded dance floor with effortless grace.

“Is that all?”

“Truthfully, I am thinking of us and trying to figure out what I should hope for in our marriage. And also learn what you are hoping for in this union, should it come to pass.”

“Still reluctant to believe this is real? It is, Tulip. At least, for my part. But yes, it is something important that we must discuss.”

She nodded. “This is what I am trying to organize in my mind. Why did you choose me? Merely because of my connection to Somerset? I know it quite well, but so do many other people. It seems you have just saddled yourself with a convenient tour guide. You could have paid anyone to tell you more about the area and your family than I could.”

“Why are you dismissing your importance to me?” He frowned while continuing to lead her through the steps of the waltz that would soon come to an end.

“Because we are not equal in any respect. Not in height or strength. Not in bloodlines. You are a duke. My father was not even gentry. You are experienced in worldly matters and I have been sheltered in the countryside for most of my life.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “After months of balls and routs and musicales, I still feel awkward and uncertain. But you…you are one of those annoying people who do everything well and make it appear easy.”

He laughed at her last remark, a deep, mirthful rumble that felt quite nice as it wrapped around her heart. “Is this what you think of me?”

His gaze was piercing as he stared at her.

He had a disconcerting way of appearing aloof and icy on the surface, but there was a smoldering heat that simmered just below that expressionless exterior.

That heat now surfaced as he asked, “Tulip, you have now told me what you think of me and what you think of yourself. But you haven’t asked the most important question yet.”

She had no idea what he was talking about. “What question is that?”

“Do you have any idea what I think of you?”


CHAPTER 3


DO YOU HAVE any idea what I think of you?

This is what Davenport had just asked her, and Tulip did not know the answer to his question. Until tonight, she had not realized he thought of her at all. And frankly, she was afraid to ask him and find out.

How could he possibly think her special in any way when she had never done anything noteworthy or admirable?

How could she ever come close to matching his accomplishments?

Davenport had made quite a name for himself as the London magistrate’s top investigator.

He had earned his good standing in Society.

“Care to give me a hint?” Tulip replied in jest. “I have done nothing of significance in all my life, yet you have solved hundreds of crimes and saved so many lives before ever reaching your thirtieth birthday. I am not counting your proposing to me as a noteworthy feat on my part because it was a matter of entrapment rather than anything to be considered a triumph.”

“I was the one who stepped forward,” he said with some impatience. “You did not make me do it. How old are you, Tulip?”

She laughed. “Twenty.”

“Then you have eight years to catch up to me. You are just coming into your own, and there is no telling what good you will do once you become my duchess.”

She almost stumbled while staring up at him. “You’ve said it again. Are you truly serious about our betrothal?”

He nodded. “Serious. Determined. Implacable.”

“Quite remarkable,” she muttered. “Why?”

Why choose her out of all the young ladies available to him in London?

The reason could not be something as simple as she was from Somerset.

She had a decent dowry, which was why Caruthers wanted her. But it was not an outrageously generous one and could only go so far in restoring the Davenport properties to their former grandeur.

If the general gossip was to be believed, generations of dissipated Davenport dukes had severely ruined many good assets, including Thornwycke Hall, the residence of every Davenport duke for the last five centuries or longer.

The manor house had originally been built as a fortress overlooking the Bristol Channel. It was attacked, partially destroyed, and rebuilt over the years. However, due to the neglect of too many dukes over this past century, Thornwycke Hall was once again in danger of falling into ruin.

Or so it was rumored.

She had never visited the place and did not know its exact condition. A good friend of the family worked there and said it was no place suitable for a young lady, but that was because the dukes were libertines and held wild parties there. She hoped it was habitable, merely needing fresh paint and polish to restore the manor house, since she and Davenport would likely take up residence there.

She continued to ponder the question…why marry her?

He was not seeking a union in order to improve his bloodlines, either. No one in her family held a noble title, and he was fully aware of this.

Not even the hint of blue blood could be found in the Farthingale ancestry.

Only in her generation had some of her cousins married well and gained noble titles through those marriages.

She found it hilarious that Marigold was now a marchioness and that Dillie, the youngest of John and Sophie’s daughters, was a duchess. Several cousins were now countesses, another a viscountess, and yet another a baroness.

“Still confused about why I might want you for my wife?”

She nodded.

“Here’s a clue. Look within yourself.”

“Haven’t I been doing that? Tell me more.”

But the waltz ended, and with it their conversation.

Davenport escorted her back to her aunt and uncle.

She spent the remainder of the rout staying close to her Aunt Sophie.

When Lady Fullerton’s affair ended, Davenport followed Tulip and her family home.

Since coming to London she had resided with John and Sophie, for they were the ones sponsoring her for the Season that had now drawn to its end. They lived on Chipping Way, a charming garden oasis within London.

There were only six homes on this tree-lined street and Farthingales resided in three of them. Lady Dayne, grandmother of Gabriel Dayne, the earl who had married John and Sophie’s daughter, Daisy, owned the fourth home.

John led Davenport into his study the moment they arrived home.

John’s brothers and Sophie followed him in.

Tulip thought Davenport might need an ally and attempted to follow after them, but Rupert held her back. “Be patient, Tulip. We will call you in shortly.”

She wound up standing in the entry hall with Pruitt, the faithful family butler. “Ah, what a surprise,” he remarked in his light, Scottish brogue as some of Tulip’s cousins made their way up the walk despite the lateness of the hour.

She sighed and greeted them at the front door. “Hello, Marigold. Violet. Holly. Dahlia.” Then some of John’s daughters marched in. “How nice to see you, Dillie. Daisy. Rose.”

Several had brought their husbands along.

Dillie was happily married to the Duke of Edgeware. Although her name was Daffodil, everyone knew her as Dillie. Perhaps it was because she had an identical twin called Lily, and those names rhymed.

Lily and Dillie.

Two peas in a pod.

“I see you have followed in the proud family tradition of making an utter wreck of your Season and necessitating a hasty marriage,” Dillie remarked with a trill of laughter and gave her a quick hug. “Well done.”

Tulip groaned. “Oh, we should not find this amusing at all. Poor Davenport. We hardly exchanged two words in all these months, and now he is forced to marry me.”

Marigold shook her head. “That man cannot be forced to do anything he does not wish to do.”

“That is what he told me, too,” Tulip admitted.

Marigold greeted Pruitt before turning her attention back to Tulip. “I am not surprised. I thought my Leo was tough as old boots, but Davenport is just like him. Wild horses could not have dragged them to doing something they did not wish to do. You must stop worrying about him. Perhaps he has held a secret torch for you all the while.”

“Him? Desiring me?” She shook her head and laughed at the hilarity of it. “Not possible.”

“Stop belittling yourself, Tulip,” Rose insisted. “You are exceptionally pretty, so how could he resist?”

“No prettier than dozens of other young ladies who made their debut this year.”

Rose shrugged off her remark. “He might have seen you at some of the British Museum lectures or noticed you touring the Huntsford Academy exhibits and realized you had a brain. He might have overheard you talking to others at a dinner party and liked your cleverness and wit. Obviously, he has seen something worthy in you.”

She thought it was ironic that Rose, now a viscountess who was also a brilliant artist and ran a successful pottery and glassworks business, should be complimenting her.

“Hush,” Daisy said, bending down and putting her ear to the door. “I cannot hear a word of what they are saying. But Davenport sounds awfully calm.”

“And what about Papa?” Rose asked. “Mama must be numb by now, for she’s the one who has to do all the work to put these weddings together. We’ll help her out, of course. You needn’t worry about that, Tulip.”

Daisy glanced up, but kept her ear to the door. “Papa’s awfully calm, too. I think he has stopped being surprised by us. But how are any of us at fault when trouble seems to follow us around?”

“And always with a handsome bachelor ready to leap in to rescue us,” Holly said with a grin. “Perhaps there is something to this Chipping Way curse after all. Didn’t you knock down Davenport right here on Chipping Way when you first met him, Tulip?”

“Oh, that? I was across the street at Marigold’s house when Mallow, her imp of a dog, slipped through the gate and darted onto the street. I had to chase after him. I didn’t actually knock Davenport down. I ran into him, and then bounced off him because that man is built like a wall of granite. He caught me before I fell. There was nothing more to it.”

Her cousins laughed heartily.

“The Chipping Way curse,” Dillie insisted.

Perhaps, but how odd that this very thing should have happened again tonight. She refused to believe there was any significance to it at all.

The study door suddenly opened and Daisy toppled in.

John sighed and helped his daughter up, then frowned at the rest of them who had also been hovering by the door. “Tulip, come in. The rest of you, go home.”

Of course, no one was going home until they got all the scandalous details.

John shut the door to keep the rest of the family out.

Tulip took a seat beside her aunt.

However, she spoke up immediately because she wanted to get a word in before the elders started hurling questions. “I think what needs to be answered is, how do we quietly end this betrothal with the least harm done to me and Davenport?”

“Are you still going on about that?” Davenport was standing by her uncle’s desk and now folded his arms across his chest so that he looked quite big and massive, like a warrior guarding an impenetrable gate. “There is no going back from this without irreparable harm to you, Tulip. The right question is, how soon do we marry?”

“Why are you still going on about that? Weren’t you supposed to leave for Somerset tomorrow? Well, since it is past midnight, you should be leaving this very morning. We can settle things when you return.”

He shook his head. “No, I have no idea when I will be returning and this needs to be addressed now. I cannot leave you here while Caruthers is still angry and bent on getting his revenge. You are at risk so long as you remain unmarried.”

He had a point, but were they not making too much of that lord’s animosity. “Surely, he will calm down in a day or two.”

Davenport arched an eyebrow. “Oh, you think so?”

She gulped. “Well, one can never be certain. I have no experience in such matters.”

“But I do,” he insisted. “I will postpone my departure for a few days. Mrs. Farthingale, does this give you enough time to assemble a wedding breakfast? I shall undertake all the costs, of course.”
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