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      Edwina Granville, Duchess of Exeter, sat in a carriage on her way back to Granville Hall, a large and imposing estate that resembled a castle. With its impossibly high walls and turrets, and its location on top of a steep hill, the only architectural elements missing were towers and spiralling staircases. The building loomed over the town of Minehead, Kent and looked as superior as the duke she’d just married.

      From this day on, now that their vows were spoken, this was her home. She looked back out the window and watched the church disappear from view, her parents still standing outside and greeting the few guests who had attended from London.

      A rumbling snore sounded from beside her and she turned to see the Duke of Exeter asleep, his head lolling about and his mouth drooping as if he’d had a stroke. She sighed, having not thought this would be her husband at the end of her second Season, but here she was, a duchess and wife to a man who was old enough to be her grandfather.

      Her stomach roiled at the idea of bedding him, but she would bear it, and she would tolerate it with a formidable strength, because that was her duty, what she’d been brought up to expect upon entering the marriage state. The carriage lurched as it started up the steep hill toward the Hall. Edwina, Nina to her friends, would play the obliging, attentive wife for one reason and one reason only.

      Because anything was better than to be seen by the man she loved as a pitiful, sad gentlewoman who had lost her head with the worst outcome. She narrowed her eyes, fisting her hand in her lap as she recalled the reason she was in this predicament.

      Mr. Andrew Hill, a gentleman who had made her believe she meant more to him than she truly did. A bastard and flirt if ever there was one, and a man whom she should’ve stayed the hell away from. But she did not, could not if she were honest with herself. And now she was married to a duke, would have his children and be an upstanding woman of rank whenever they travelled to town.

      Nina supposed she should feel guilty marrying a man she did not love, but she could not. The leech beside her was only too willing to marry a woman so many years beneath him in age it ought to be illegal, but her money and her family made her too much of a temptation. So when he’d offered, in her desperation about being slighted, she’d said yes. The one saving grace, she supposed, was the fact that the duke already had a son. One who was older than herself, which made for awkward meetings, especially because his wife, the marchioness, hated Nina with more passion than she loved her husband.

      Nina stared at the grey velvet upholstery seat across from her. The decision to marry the duke had been made with such haste on her part, she hadn’t considered in depth what it really meant for her.

      Her time in London would now be curtailed somewhat, due to the fact the duke disliked town so much and left the entertaining to his son. A silver lining, perhaps, to the awful situation in which she now found herself. At least she wouldn’t have to face the man who’d ruined all her dreams, and her in the process. Wouldn’t have to face Society and their snickering snide looks because she’d sold herself into a loveless marriage and to a man twice her age.

      The way she had fooled herself that she would be different from her parents, that she would have a grand love match when she took her vows, now mocked her to her core.

      Nina sighed, staring down at her fingers. She would miss her friends, and one more than most. Byron, twin brother to Andrew, the blaggard who’d taken what he wanted with no iota of remorse. A man who could up and announce his engagement to someone other than herself could never really have cared for her. She would miss Byron though. He had left for the continent before her wedding and she wasn’t sure when she’d see him again. She hoped it would be soon, but she wouldn’t fool herself. She would probably never see him again.
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        Kent. Five years later.

      

      

      Nina sat on a blanket on the lawns behind Granville Hall and watched as Molly and Lora ran about chasing their wolfhound, Bentley, who was three times the children’s size. The dog had been Molly and Lora’s constant companion since the day they were born, and even though their grandmother worried and fretted about the young children being bitten, or worse, mauled by the large animal, Nina knew Bentley would never hurt them.

      But she could not guarantee the dog wouldn’t hurt others if he thought they were a threat.

      Molly laughed, rolling onto the ground, and Nina chuckled when Bentley sat on Molly’s back, holding her down. Lora tried to shift the dog off her sibling, to no avail.

      “Mama, I’m stuck,” her daughter yelled, her sweet little voice full of mirth.

      She shrugged, shading her eyes to keep watch. “You seem to have lost this war, Molly. Maybe a treat for Bentley since he’s the victor I think.”

      The mention of the word treat had Bentley trotting over to her, and she clasped the wolfhound’s face, kissing the bridge of his nose. “Off to Cook. Go see what Cook’s made you.”

      Molly and Lora squealed their excitement and started for the back of the house, running as fast as their little legs would carry them, but not as fast as Bentley who’d already disappeared from view. Their cook Mrs. Jones would have an abundance of treats both for the dog and the children. Nina stood and shook out the blanket, ready to go indoors now that the sun was getting lower in the western sky.

      How she would miss this estate. But it was time for her to return to town, take part in a Season and help pave the way for her children in the years to come. Not that she was looking for another husband—one had been plenty enough, and a loveless marriage was not an easy life to lead. And there was no reason why she should look for another man to warm her bed. She was wealthy in her own right, owned multiple homes, and was about to embark on a new direction here in her home county of Kent. Even so, as busy as she was with the planning of her village school, she missed her friends—in particular her cousin’s wife, the Duchess of Athelby, whose letters had become more and more insistent she return to London.

      And so she would, and for the first time since having the children she would leave them here in Kent. To do so had not been an easy choice, but with their studies, and her desire for them to breathe fresh country air instead of the coal-clogged air of London, it would be better this way. Of course she would return home at times throughout the Season to see them.

      “Your Grace, an express has arrived from the Duchess of Athelby. It is on your desk in the library.”

      “Thank you, I’ll be in directly.”

      The maid bobbed a curtsy and left her. Nina started for the terrace doors that led into the Hall’s abundantly stocked library. The room was lined with mahogany wooden panels and book shelving. Books from all over the world stacked the walls from floor to ceiling. A pair of buttoned leather chairs sat strategically before a window, grabbing the light from the outdoors. A fire burned in the grate, warm and inviting. Going to her desk that sat in the center of the room, Nina picked up the missive and broke the ducal seal. She skimmed the note, clasping the desk for support as the safe little world she’d made for herself dissipated before her eyes.

      
        
        Dearest Nina,

        I feel I must warn you to prepare yourself for your return to town. Mr. Andrew Hill has returned from Ireland to have a London Season and is married, as you know. You must expect to see them both. I’m so sorry, dearest. I know this is not the news you would want from me. I shall see you in a few days.

        Darcy.

      

      

      Nina scrunched up the note and fought not to cast up her accounts. Andrew was back in town! Oh dear lord, no. Of all the Seasons she was to attend, he would have to choose this one as well. To see him again after so many years, to hear his voice, the sound of his laugh, the smell of his skin… However would she bear it? However would she remain civil and not slap his deceiving, lying face?

      She remembered back to the night of her shame. The details were so clear it was almost as if it had happened yesterday. Having snuck into Andrew’s room in the middle of the night, taking advantage of his inebriated state and seducing him wasn’t the proudest moment of her life. But he’d been so caring, so loving toward her that evening, that she was sure he would offer for her. He had not. Instead the rogue had announced his betrothal the following morning to a Miss Fionna O’Connor, and had ripped her heart right out of her body.

      Nina immediately acted like the silly youth she was at the time, and had given in to what her parents had always wanted for her—a grand match. And so within an hour of Andrew’s announcement she was engaged to a duke and would move on from being the dutiful daughter to the dutiful wife.

      A light knock sounded on the door and a footman entered, bowing before her. “Lunch is served, Your Grace.”

      “Have it brought in here, please. I have some correspondence to attend to that cannot wait. Also, send a note to the stables to have them prepare the carriages for my return to London three days from now. And send in my maid, please.”

      The footman bowed again. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Nina walked over to the fire and sat on a leather wingback chair, staring at the flames licking the wood in the grate. Her decision to leave Molly and Lora behind was even more sensible than before. The girls had features that were so similar to Andrew’s she was certain that if he ever got a glimpse of the children, he would know they were his. He was a proud man, or certainly was when she’d known him last, and he would not care for them being under another man’s name when they ought to have his.

      She clasped her hands in her lap to stop them from shaking. If she were to survive the Season, survive seeing the one man in the world whom she’d loved with such passion, with her whole heart, she would need to get a better hold of herself.

      Andrew Hill broke her heart once. He would not have that power again.
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        * * *

      

      The Season in town was not something Byron Hill thought he’d ever have to endure again. And yet here he was, back in London, fiancée in tow, and about to enjoy these last few months of the Season before he married Miss Sofia Custer.

      She was not the type of woman that he’d ever thought to marry. Sofia was from a family of miners—hardworking, honest people who had enabled her every desire in life. The Custers owned practically all the copper mines there were in England, and as their only daughter Sofia enjoyed the luxuries that such a life brought her. She was a little immature, he supposed, and used to getting her own way, but they got along well enough and it was time he settled down to start a family of his own.

      Byron stood out front of White’s and kicked his heels waiting for Hunter, the Marquess of Aaron to arrive. The gentleman was already five minutes late and if he didn’t arrive soon the footman standing out front of White’s would move Byron on.

      A hackney pulled to a stop and Hunter jumped down, coming toward him with a smile. “Byron, how good to see you again,” he said, clasping his shoulder and shaking his hand.

      Byron smiled back, delighted to see his cousin again too. “It’s been a long time. Too long.” And yet in a lot of ways, not long enough.

      “Let us walk toward Hyde Park and catch up. The weather is congenial enough.”

      Byron couldn’t agree more. The day had dawned warmer than normal for March, and after his long voyage back from the continent, a stroll sounded just the thing. “Tell me everything that has happened since I’ve been away.”

      Hunter laughed, his cane tapping a crescendo on the cobbled footpath. “I could ask the same of you. I hear you’re to be married. I met Miss Custer two Seasons ago, before the family travelled abroad. She seemed very pleasant and intelligent. I’m assuming by the fact that Byron Hill, an eligible bachelor if ever there was one, is marrying you’ve found the love of your life?”

      The bold question caught Byron off guard and he balked at the idea of answering his cousin. There wasn’t any love between him and Sofia, even though they did get along very well. Byron hoped that in time perhaps their mutual like and respect would grow into deeper, meaningful emotions, but that would take time.

      “It is not a love match, no. I leave those emotions to you and Cecilia.” He ought to want more for Sofia, and himself, but to love someone again? No. He gave his heart away many years ago and had never really got it back.

      The memory of Edwina Fox, now the Duchess of Exeter, a woman who only had eyes for his twin brother Andrew, made his teeth ache. To this day the memory of them together, of watching them at balls and parties dancing and laughing at mutual jests, made Byron’s blood boil. He pushed the recollection away, not wishing to feel melancholy when being back in town was a good thing. It was time for him to move on, marry and settle down.

      His cousin had a whimsical look on his face before he said, “I’m not ashamed to say that I love my wife, adore her beyond what any respectable gentleman should, and I would not change my situation for the world. But are you sure you wish to partake in such a union? If there is no love, there is no guarantee that there ever will be, and to marry someone is a lifelong commitment. I do not want to see you make a mistake, Byron.”

      “I made my biggest mistake many years ago. This is merely a trifling matter.” The declaration simply slipped out and he was unable to rip it back. “Apologies, Hunter, it seems London has many ghosts that want to come back and haunt me.”

      His cousin threw him an assessing look. “How is Andrew? I understand he returned from Ireland last week.”

      “He did, and Fionna accompanied him. They will be returning to Ireland after my marriage and the Season’s end.” They came to the corner of Upper Brook Street and Park Lane, and crossed the street before heading into Hyde Park. In the distance they could see a group of children running in the direction of the Serpentine. Women strolled and rode in carriages along with a few gentlemen who preferred horseback. The park was full of London society out for their daily dose of gossip and exercise.

      They started along the Broad Walk both lost in thought for a time and content with silence. It was one of the things Byron loved most about his cousin—they didn’t always have to fill the silence with meaningless chatter.

      “Now that you’re back in England and Andrew resides in Ireland most of the time, have you taken over the London townhouse?”

      Byron nodded, watching two boys run about as their nurse kept watch over them from under a large oak tree. “I have. I’ll make it our home until we find something closer to Sofia’s family in Cornwall.” Which was a long way from London, and just as he liked it. He didn’t wish to be anywhere near the city where he could run into Edwina at any given moment. Not that she was aware of his feelings—she’d only ever had eyes for his brother and never gave Byron a second glance.

      “The townhouse will suit you very well, and with Andrew staying there for the Season at least, it’ll give his wife and your future one time to acquaint themselves.”

      “Very true,” he replied, having not given the situation much thought. As it was, Byron wasn’t certain Sofia would get along very well with Andrew’s wife. Fionna O’Connor came from titled stock in Ireland, and to have a future sister-in-law who hailed from mining stock wouldn’t reflect as well on Fionna as she might like. He would have to ensure that she didn’t put on any airs to cause offence to Sofia.

      “I’m attending the Tattersalls auction on Thursday. Would you care to join me? With none of us living in England for some years now, we have no cattle. The mews is empty, save for the carriage that is stored there. I would like your opinion on a grey mare that I spied for Sofia, if you’re available.”

      “I shall drop Cecilia off at her charity meeting and meet you there.”

      “Is Cecilia still very much occupied with the London Relief Society? Having children has not slowed her down?” Byron asked, smiling in fondness as he thought of the woman who had captured, and saved, his cousin. What a remarkable woman she was—always helping others, kind natured and loving. Hunter was a very lucky man indeed.

      “I very much doubt anything will ever slow Cecilia down. She’s simply marvellous. Speaking of marvellous things, the London Relief Society is holding a charity ball Saturday next. We’re holding it at our home and would love for you to attend. Do you think you’re free?”

      And so it would begin, the whirl and madness of the Season. Even if this was only a charity ball, it was the start of many. But then it would be good for his fiancée to meet his extended family, and maybe Sofia would like to volunteer with the charity organization. “We would be honored to attend,” he said sincerely.

      Hunter chuckled, throwing him a bemused glance. “You may regret those words, cousin. A charity ball it may be, but bring your pocket book. Cecilia and the ladies who volunteer will be collecting donations and they’ll not let you leave without some sort of monetary contribution.”

      Byron smiled. “Duly noted. I shall not forget.” They started back toward the park gates. Would Nina be at this charity ball? Byron cursed his own longing at wanting to see her again, glimpse her from afar, while also praying that he wouldn’t. He took a fortifying breath. He would have to be stalwart should he see her. One thing he never wanted Nina to know was how her marrying someone else had almost broken him in two. Had broken him in two, and he was still mending the fracture.
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      With his fiancée on his arm, Byron walked up the steps to the London home of his cousin Hunter, the Marquess of Aaron, and waited in line to be received by their host and hostess for the evening.

      The line was long, and already the charity ball was looking to be a crush. It would seem that Cecilia had fitted perfectly into the marquess’s exalted status in society and made it her own. Just as she should, for Bryan had never met a kinder woman.

      Meeting the marquess and marchioness, Byron introduced Sofia, and kissed Cecilia in welcome. His brother, who was standing behind him, did the same for Fionna and then they entered the ballroom. The large, rectangular room glowed with candlelight, and already some couples were dancing. Byron took in the room, having not expected the grandeur of the spectacle to cause a twinge of nostalgia to hit him. The last time he’d been in a ballroom he’d been a green lad, still wet behind the ears and eager to live life to the fullest in London, or at least that was how it seemed. In truth it had only been five or so years, but much had changed since he’d left. He wasn’t the green, malleable man he once was. No longer did he allow others to dictate his life or tell him what to do, or how to act.

      Andrew took Fionna out to dance and Byron turned to Sofia. “Shall we dance also, my dear?” he asked, glancing over her shoulder when a vision in red caught his eye. He stilled, his arm held out to take Sofia’s, and the breath in his lungs seized.

      Edwina Fox. Damnation, it was her.

      Sofia nodded. “Thank you, yes.”

      Byron shut his mouth with a snap and schooled his features into an expression of indifference. For all that he and Edwina shared, she wasn’t privy to the secret he carried, and never would be if he could help it. Only his cousin Hunter—who came across Byron the morning after Byron’s error of judgement and demanded he tell him the truth—knew his secret. And he would keep it that way until he was dead.

      Byron started toward the dance floor, but before he could take two steps, Edwina’s attention strayed to where he stood and he read the moment she recognized him. Somehow, even though he was a twin, she’d almost always been able to tell him and Andrew apart. Maybe it was the single dimple on their cheeks, on opposite sides, but he wasn’t smiling right now.

      She started toward them, her beautiful, warm smile just for him. Or at least that was what he told himself before he reined in the idiocy that tended to come to the fore whenever he was around her.

      “Byron,” she said, coming up to him before leaning up and kissing his cheek. “I’m so glad you’re here this Season. It has been too long since I saw you last.”

      The intoxicating scent of jasmine was like a physical blow to his gut. The years of not being near her—not being able to smell her sweet scent, hear her voice or view her beautiful face—almost felled him like an old oak in a storm.

      He stared at her a moment, unable to do anything else. Christ, she was beautiful—her dark hair the color of the night sky, her perfect creamy complexion, and her laughing blue eyes. Not to mention the adorable dimples on her cheeks that he’d kissed and kissed again after their one night of sin.

      “Your Grace, how lovely to see you again.” His voice was formal, lifeless even, and Sofia stared up at him with a look of confusion on her face. He gestured to his fiancée. “Your grace, may I introduce Sofia Custer, my betrothed.”

      Edwina smiled as Sofia bobbed a small curtsy. “It’s lovely to meet you, Miss Custer, and congratulations on your engagement. I had heard you were engaged and I’m glad to hear it is so. I’m very happy for you and Byron.”

      Byron swallowed the bile that rose in his throat at having Edwina so very close to him, and yet never had their distance been so far. “Is His Grace here this evening?” Asking after Edwina’s husband made Byron want to snarl. He’d hated the curmudgeonly old slime who preyed on young women of fortune. Edwina was his latest victim.
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