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      Lady Augusta Primm eyed the bustling backside of her maid, who’d gotten quite far ahead of her as she chatted eagerly with an old friend. Augusta slowed her own pace as she strolled along the path that crossed this section of Hyde Park.

      Before she arrived in London a fortnight before, Augusta hadn’t appreciated the level of independence she’d been allowed at home. Because here, her father proved even more overbearing, insisting she only go out with a companion, thusly ending the solitude she’d taken for granted walking along the cliffs overlooking the sea near Starbridge Manor.

      But spring was in the air, and she was on the cusp of beginning her life.

      Her heart ought to be lighter. There ought to be no time so special in a young woman’s life as when she was but seven and ten. Especially when that young woman was the daughter of a wealthy marquess and she was finally making her much-awaited come-out.

      Augusta’s heart, however, remained heavy with disappointment.

      Only two days prior, her father had informed her that he’d made an agreement with the Duke of Malum—promising her to his old friend’s son—a boy she’d met only once. That had been over a decade before, and all she remembered of him were his overbearing demeanor and cruel eyes. He’d failed to leave her with a good impression.

      Two young men she recognized from a garden party the day before glanced toward her from across the lawn, but then turned away, hurriedly marching in the opposite direction. News of her betrothal had spread quickly throughout the ton and the decently-sized pool of suitors she’d accumulated had immediately dried up.

      “Hello there! Have you seen a young man with dark blond hair running about? Dressed in ridiculous finery?”

      A low voice cut through her melancholy, stirring an odd sensation in the depths of her being.  She was certain she’d never heard the man before, and yet her heart skipped a beat.

      Holding her breath, she pivoted slowly.

      The sensation of almost recognition spread through her again. She had not imagined it.

      Him, the wind seemed to whisper as her gaze landed on the young man who’d spoken to her.

      He met her gaze, stepping forward. “I seem to have lost track of my brother. Addison looks younger than his age, which is four and ten, and he’s… well, he’s eluding me this afternoon.”

      This young man’s most prominent feature was his hair, which was black and curly and longer than it ought to be. But then his eyes caught and held her attention, so dark as to almost be black, and a shiver rolled through her.

      Him.

      He stilled, staring back at her, and even from several yards away, she could see his throat move. Did he feel it too?

      He resumed walking toward her, and Augusta immediately shook herself. Even as a little girl, she had never been the sort of child to give in to flights of fancy. With the Marquess of Starbridge for a father, she knew better than to believe in fairy tales.

      “I—” she began. He’d asked her a question. Oh, yes. “I haven’t seen such a boy.” Though she truly wished that she could help him.

      Her answer did nothing to deter his approach, and Augusta glanced around to see if anyone was watching them. Luckily, this part of the park didn’t attract many visitors. The abundance of trees didn’t lend itself to showing off a lady’s ensemble as well as the clearings near the lake.

      The young man smiled, and white teeth contrasted against his not-quite-bronze skin. He was the most handsome boy she’d ever seen. No, not a boy, but not a grown man either. He was tall with a slim physique that would likely fill out over the next few years.

      Augusta guessed him to be a few years older than her.

      He stopped but two yards away, and as though their meeting had been scripted for a play, neither looked anywhere but at the other.

      Leaves rustled in the wind, a few billowy clouds floated across the sky, and yet time stood still.

      If Augusta was breathing, she was not aware of it.

      It was he who broke the spell. “Mr. Rowan Stewart, at your service.” He bowed low, performing the gesture with more grace than she’d ever seen.

      Rowan Stewart.

      Following his lead, Augusta executed what she hoped was an equally elegant curtsey. “Lady Augusta Primm,” she provided, pleased that her voice sounded normal.

      It was not at all acceptable to introduce oneself in this manner, without a proper introduction, but at that moment, she felt as though higher powers were at work—giving him her name was merely the formality to a beginning.

      To a glorious beginning.

      He cleared his throat, his gaze locked onto her. “It’s a beautiful day, is it not?” he asked.

      This made her smile. Taking in the quality of his clothing, sturdy tan breeches, a perfectly tailored coat, and elegantly tied cravat, he ought to appear similar to other gentlemen of the ton. But Augusta immediately sensed that he was nothing like them. Not because of the color of his skin or the impropriety of their introduction, but because of the look in his eyes.

      Familiar while proving utterly unreadable.

      And yet, like other young men had done over the past few weeks, he’d commented on the weather.

      She tore her stare away just long enough to glance toward the sky which, although mostly blue, held dark clouds gathered in the west. “But not for long.”

      Something life-altering was happening to both of them, and here they were discussing the weather. Butterflies zinged around her belly and her bodice felt tighter than usual.

      “We’re lucky to have come this morning, then,” he answered. He took another step toward her, cutting the distance between them in half. If she reached her hand out, she could almost touch his chest.

      This close, he appeared even taller and might seem imposing if not for his expression—a little stunned. Was it a mirror of her own?

      “We are.” Augusta gripped her elbows to ward off a shiver. With the sun already bright and warm, she could only attribute the shaking inside to his nearness.

      “Have we met before?” He cocked his head sideways. “You seem familiar.”

      Because he was, and yet Augusta would have remembered meeting him. “I don’t think so.”

      One of the nearby trees shook, drawing both of their attention.

      Then the tree spoke.

      “Row!”

      And suddenly the two of them were grinning at one another. “I think we have discovered the whereabouts of your brother,” Augusta said.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Mr. Rowan Stewart strolled across to the suddenly-animated tree and tilted his head to look up. “Get your arse down here, Addison.” But he spoke the words lovingly.

      Augusta bit her lip. She ought to bid him farewell and catch up with Martha.

      But she wasn’t ready.

      “I hate him,” the tree answered.

      Mr. Stewart’s grimace was sympathetic rather than disapproving.

      “I know, Add. He’s a beast, but he’s… Father.”

      “All I did was ask about going to Eton, like you did.”

      “I’ll try talking to him, but you know how he is…” Another heavy sigh. Mr. Stewart glanced over his shoulder, back to Augusta, looking apologetic. “Our father refuses to send Addison off to school. He insists Addison, instead, learn from England’s finest tutors.”

      “Who are you talking to?” the voice in the tree demanded.

      “A lady, Addison.” This time, Mr. Stewart’s glance included a wink, which reignited all those butterflies. “Come down here, Addison, please, so I can make the proper introductions.”

      The tree shook rather violently, for a tree, as black boots and then a pair of legs dangled before landing on one of the lower branches. Next appeared the tails of a fine powder-blue coat and a boy’s head, his not-quite-blond hair decorated with leaves and twigs.

      A thud sounded as the young man landed solidly on the ground.

      Mr. Stewart gripped the boy’s shoulders and turned him in Augusta’s direction. “My lady, may I present you to my brother, Lord Addison Briarton, Earl of Samson, Marquess of St. Alastair. Future Duke of Bedwell. Addison, Lady Augusta Primm.”

      Augusta blinked and then stared at Rowan’s younger brother, who, most exceptionally, was the future Duke of Bedwell. She dropped into another curtsey. “My lord,” she said.

      Lord St. Alastair was the heir… She glanced back to Mr. Stewart, who looked nothing like the boy. She’d heard the stories. Her elegant and charming young man, the man she’d practically woven into the hero of a fairy tale, was the duke’s bastard son.

      He had the bearing of a duke himself and more. Before the silence grew too long, Augusta turned to stare up at the tree. “I imagine you had quite a good view from up there.” Augusta knew the lure of a good climbing tree. She’d given in to it often enough, although not since arriving in Mayfair.

      “Splendid, really,” Lord St. Alastair responded with a grin, but it just as quickly jerked into a frown. “I’d never come down if it was up to me.”

      That was when she spied the cut just below the young man’s eye. Opening her reticule, she removed one of her monogrammed handkerchiefs and stepped forward. “Looks like one of the branches caught you.” The young man tensed, and she paused before dabbing at the spot. Some of the blood around the cut had dried, but blood still oozed out of the wound—not a long surface scratch, but a deep tear, and around it, a disturbingly familiar red mark.

      In the shape of a hand.

      “Do you mind?”

      “I’ll tend to it,” Mr. Stewart moved directly behind her and took the linen from her hand. He then dropped to one knee. “Have a seat, Addison. You’re lucky none got on your coat.”

      “I’m not a child,” the future duke said but did as his brother requested just the same.

      “I know, Add.” Mr. Stewart dabbed at the cut efficiently, and the boy tilted his head and brushed a leaf out of his hair. Mr. Stewart froze, his eyes turning serious. “Where’s your ring? You know you aren’t supposed to take it off.”

      The boy’s eyes opened wide, but then he jumped up and glanced over at the tree. “I left it up there.”

      “In the tree?”

      “Hooked on one of the smaller branches.”

      His older brother scrubbed a hand down his face. “I’ll fetch it.”

      “No. You wouldn’t be able to find it, whereas I know exactly where it is.”

      “Be quick about it, then,” the older brother said.

      “And do be careful,” Augusta added.

      She really ought to take her leave of these two, and yet her desire to draw out the meeting as long as possible compelled her to stay.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Mr. Stewart turned back to her when his brother once again disappeared into the thick branches.

      “I’ve a few younger brothers myself,” she said. In fact, she had five of them. “They’re always getting into some sort of trouble or another.”

      “But you’ll do anything for them, won’t you?”

      Augusta laughed. “Indeed, Mr. Stewart. Even when they don’t deserve it.” But then she frowned. “Why won’t your father allow him to go away for school? Eton is more than respectable.”

      “Because he will eventually be Bedwell.”

      But of course. The duke must be controlling, like her father.

      “That’s a shame,” Augusta said. “Not that he will one day inherit a dukedom but that he must miss out on learning with other boys.” And then she sighed. “I enjoyed my time away at school. Did you?”

      Rather than answer, he gave her a vague smile, which flustered her. As the pause stretched on, she hurried to fill the silence.

      “I wouldn’t mind becoming a teacher someday.” Not that that would be possible—not if she was married.

      But if she was going to have a dream, she might as well make it a good one. She slid Mr. Stewart a sideways glance. “I’d mind even less running my own school.” Was she rambling?

      She laughed, but he did not. He simply studied her.

      “Will you call me Rowan?”

      “I should not,” Augusta answered.

      His black eyes practically twinkled at that. “But you will?”

      Oh, he was not only magnificent to look at but disarming as well.

      Augusta contemplated his request and then nodded. “Only in private. My brothers call me Auggie.”

      “I like Augusta.” His voice, speaking her name, felt like a caress. “It suits you.”

      She laughed out loud at this. Because she doubted she could ever live up to the meaning behind her name: great, magnificent.

      Without thinking, she asked, “Will you be at the Willoughby Ball tomorrow night?”

      He frowned and then rubbed his chin. “I hadn’t planned on attending. However, I hadn’t met you yet.”

      “And now that you have?” Augusta had never been so bold.

      “How can I not?  But I have one stipulation.”

      “What is that?” A thrill shot down her spine.

      “That you save a dance for me.”

      “Yes.” She’d barely gotten her answer out before steps sounded on the path, followed by her maid’s exclamation of relief.

      “There you are!” Martha caught sight of Mr. Stewart and then turned a narrowed gaze back on Augusta. “If your father sacks me, you’ll be stuck with Mrs. Bitters, you know. See if she lets you dilly-dally behind her like a lost pup the same way I do. Now come along. It’s already ten minutes past the hour, and you need to change for this afternoon’s At Home.” She slapped herself on the head. “I should know better than to leave you alone for too long…”

      Augusta found herself being dragged away just as Rowan’s little brother dropped out of the tree.

      “Martha.” Augusta could not formally introduce her maid to Lord St. Alastair nor Mr. Stewart, and yet she needed the woman to realize she was in the presence of nobility. She gestured toward the two brothers. “These gentlemen are the Duke of Bedwell’s sons.”

      Martha merely lifted her chin, not at all impressed. “Oh, I know who they are, alright.” She addressed Rowan specifically. “You, sir, should know better than to come sniffing around an unchaperoned debutante.”

      And then her remarkably strong maid tugged so hard, Augusta thought her arm would break off.

      “Goodbye, my lord, Mr. Stewart,” Augusta called, waving as she was pulled away.

      Neither answered, but Rowan’s gaze twinkled. And that was the expression she held on to, the image she stored away, as she and Martha left the park and turned toward her father’s townhouse, Rosewood Hall.

      Yes, she was betrothed to Malum’s son, but this… extraordinary meeting today with Rowan Stewart transcended such worldly matters as betrothals.

      And for the first time in her life, she wondered if her father’s iron will could be thwarted—by fate.

      “He’s a bastard, you know,” Martha spoke up from beside her. Rosewood Hall was just across the street, and they’d paused to wait for a high-flyer and a vendor’s wagon to roll past.

      “Of a duke,” Augusta pointed out. “He’s attending the Willoughby Ball tomorrow.” In exchange for a dance.

      With her!

      There was nothing she could do to tamp down her excitement at the thought. Even if her conscience warned her to, because knowing her father, she ought to be wary.

      But suddenly, she experienced all the anticipation of any other debutante.

      Rowan Stewart.

      “But you know how your father is,” Martha reminded her.

      Her maid made a valid point. When it came to the proprieties of the ton, of society in general, the Marquess of Starbridge controlled his family with a heavy hand. And her mother always went along with his decrees.

      And yet, all Augusta could dwell on was the light of promise in Rowan’s eyes. What would it feel like to dance with him? To hold his hand? To perhaps go walking in the garden alone with him?

      She could not marry the Duke of Malum’s son. She could not!

      The thought made her want to die.

      As impossible as it seemed, she contemplated going to her father and telling him she’d met the Duke of Bedwell’s heir today. She would casually mention Mr. Stewart. Before making her come-out, Augusta had studied all the books on lineage. The Bedwell ducal line was twice as old as Malum’s—the sort of thing her father cared about. And if she was correct, the Bedwell line was abundantly more prosperous.

      “I want to wear my new rose silk tomorrow night,” Augusta said. “With my silver slippers.”

      “I thought you were saving that one for the Dunkirks’ Ball. Isn’t it your favorite?”

      “It is.” Augusta sent Martha a meaningful smile. “He’s asked that I save a dance for him.”

      Martha had just lifted her hand to push the door open but stilled.

      “Oh, but, my lady, you cannot. He’s well-dressed and fine to look at, I’ll give you that. And, yes, he was raised in a ducal household, but he’s a bastard, and that’s all your father will care about. Don’t test his lordship, I beg of you. You’ll only regret it.”

      “You’re being a tad melodramatic, don’t you think, Martha?” Augusta ignored the warning twinge low in her belly. “He’s a gentleman through and through. You ought to have seen how sweet he was to his brother. Piers and Liam could learn a thing or two from Mr. Stewart.”

      All of her brothers would do well to be more like the gentleman who’d caused her world to tilt. But they spent more time competing with one another than providing any brotherly support.

      They were her father’s sons, after all.

      “No, my lady.” Martha took Augusta by the shoulders and turned her so she had no choice but to look into the maid’s eyes. “Mr. Stewart can be the smartest, kindest, most charming gentleman in all of Mayfair, but he’s a bastard. And nothing can ever change that. I beg of you, don’t play with fire like this. You have more than most ladies can ever hope for. You’ll do good to remember that.” And then she added, “Mark my words, if you persist in this nonsense, you’ll be sorry.”

      Augusta rolled her eyes toward the sky. Martha was always worried about something and hardly anything ever came from any of it.

      Unfortunately, this was one of the times she’d been right.
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      Miss Augusta Primm, founder and headmistress of one of England’s most renowned schools for girls, closed the office door behind her and locked it.

      In the midst of the winter holiday, the temperature in the little room was frigid. But rather than strike a flint to the wood in the hearth, she crossed over to her desk.

      She then dropped into her chair and exhaled a shaky breath.

      After a very uncomfortable visit home, where she and her brothers had made arrangements for her mother, who was ill, and her father, who was… ill in another way, she’d returned to the school to face other, more pressing troubles.

      Her world—this school she’d carefully constructed since establishing her independence at the age of ten and eight—was suddenly closing in on her.

      She choked on a harsh laugh. No, it wasn’t just closing in on her, it was falling down around her—both literally and figuratively.

      At least she was home again—away from her father and the tension he brought out in her younger brothers.

      Removing her spectacles, she rubbed her eyes, forcing herself to breathe normally. “I can do this. I’ve handled worse.”

      Or had she?

      After working for nearly two decades to maintain the school’s near-spotless reputation, the tides had seemed to shift against her. The more prominent the school became, the more intense the scrutiny it came under.

      Her graduating students had done exceptionally well for themselves—a few, perhaps too well.

      And this scrutiny was of the worst kind—from members of the ton.

      And that was the very last thing the school needed. Because, although Primm ensured her girls learned the skills society expected of them, they were exposed to other, more meaningful subjects—subjects many didn’t consider appropriate for young ladies.

      It was best to keep the nature of some of the classes vague, best to dismiss them as mere tokens to the proper lady’s education.

      The wrong kind of criticism from the right person could ruin her. It could ruin the school.

      A year ago last autumn, Augusta had been forced to fire a perfectly good teacher when a handful of parents had discovered the young woman’s questionable family background. They’d gone so far as to sign a petition, threatening to withdraw their students if the young woman remained on staff. Augusta abhorred such snobbery, and if she’d been financially solvent at the time, she would have taken a stand rather than succumb to that sort of pressure.

      Unfortunately, Augusta and the school had not been solvent, and after studying the account books from all angles, she and her assistant headmistress, Miss Victoria Shipley, had agreed they couldn’t afford to take such a risk.

      When English society got involved, the losses could not be predicted.

      Augusta’s guilt over the firing would have persisted if that teacher, Miss Collette Jones, hadn’t landed a husband shortly after, the brother of one of her students as well as a distant acquaintance from the past—the Duke of Bedwell.

      Trouble had been averted.

      But here Augusta was, a little over a year later, facing yet another scandal. This time, the threat came from within. Miss Shipley, who not only assisted with administrative duties and fundraising but also taught the etiquette classes, had been caught in a most compromising situation—with Augusta’s own brother! Her favorite brother, as a matter of fact.

      The couple had been stranded at the school over the holidays together—alone—and when one of their students returned early, they’d been caught in a most compromising situation.

      Augusta closed her eyes. Dear God. What had they been thinking?

      The trouble was, the student who’d witnessed it was not just any student, but rebellious, spoiled, and manipulative Allison Meadowbrook. Allison had, of course, decided to use the information to her full advantage.

      She’d blackmailed Augusta into contemplating an impossible scheme.

      And since Augusta’s top priority was keeping the school running, she once again found herself walking a fine line between practicing her ethics and stomping them into the ground.

      A knock sounded, interrupting her spiraling thoughts.

      With most of her teachers not yet returned from holiday break, it was likely Victoria. Augusta dabbed at the corners of her eyes and then adjusted her spectacles on the bridge of her nose before rising to unlock the door.

      She was Miss Primm, headmistress and businesswoman. Now was not the time to show weakness.

      Augusta and Victoria had worked together for years, but Augusta had always kept a professional distance. But since Victoria was newly married to Augusta’s brother, the other woman was her sister-in-law now and not her employee.

      However, just as she expected, Victoria stood at the open door waiting patiently with a forced smile.

      Augusta hated that the other woman’s newfound happiness was tempered by guilt.

      “I thought I might find you here,” Victoria said, but after glancing at the hearth, she paused. “It’s freezing! Are you… well?”

      Augusta straightened her shoulders and returned to the seat behind her desk—a place where she’d always managed to find her balance—to find her calm.

      She knotted her shawl so it wouldn’t slip. “I’m perfectly fine. I’m just making a list of tasks to complete before the students begin returning.”

      Victoria hugged her arms in front of her and feigned a shiver. “You’ll catch your death working in the cold like this.”

      “Yes… well…” Augusta ignored Victoria’s concern and methodically straightened the papers on her desk. When she was satisfied with those efforts, she then fixed her favorite quill so it sat parallel to the stack. “I hadn’t noticed.”

      Fussing more than usual, Victoria crouched in front of the hearth and, after a few failed attempts, set a flame to the kindling that had been prepared earlier. With nothing else to distract her, she returned to sit in the chair opposite Augusta.

      “It’s because you work too hard.” After a short pause, Victoria cleared her throat. “Anyway, I wanted to talk with you. I know I won’t be able to do any teaching next session, but if you’ve a few moments, I’d love to share the ideas I have to expand our curriculum.”

      Definitely a more tentative Victoria than Augusta was accustomed to.

      Under normal circumstances, Augusta would have greatly appreciated discussing the subjects that ought to be at the forefront of her thoughts.

      Unfortunately, these were not normal circumstances.

      “I’ll be happy to,” Augusta said. “As soon as we’ve dealt with the Allison Meadowbrook situation.”

      Augusta flipped to a new page in her journal and wrote the girl’s name. How was it possible that one manipulative little girl of seven and ten could cause her so much trouble?

      “Miss Fellowes is leaning toward agreeing to the scheme,” Victoria said. “I would do it if I could. Oh, Primm. I’m so terribly sorry.”

      “Miss Fellowes is the only teacher who looks young enough to pose as Allison. Besides, I doubt my brother would appreciate you acting as another’s betrothed so soon after your nuptials.” Augusta very nearly found humor in the irony.

      “No, I don’t suppose he would, which reminds me. He intends to go ahead with the purchase of Longbow Castle. I’ll only be living a few miles from the school and can still help you on a part-time basis.” And then she added, “If that’s something you might be open to.”

      “Let’s wait and see, shall we?” Augusta couldn’t make any promises yet, no matter how much she valued Victoria’s assistance. “I hope Piers knows what he’s getting into. That castle looks as though a stiff wind will blow it over.”

      “It’s not that bad. He’s sent for an architect—one of the best in all of England according to him. It’s going to be beautiful when it’s finished. But that reminds me.” Victoria reached into her sleeve and removed a folded note written in Piers’ familiar handwriting. “He asked me to give this to you.”

      

      Auggie,

      I’m expecting to meet with a renowned architect to head up the renovations at Longbow Castle. After I’ve secured his services, I’ll show him to the school so he can meet with you and examine the damages to the school’s foundation. Send word if you need anything else.

      Your favorite brother,

      P

      

      My favorite brother, ha!

      This offer was a gesture, no doubt, to make up for his part in the potential disgrace currently hovering over the school. More than likely, he’d try to pay for the repairs as well. But Augusta couldn’t allow that. Not unless she had no choice.

      She had accumulated some savings for maintenance, and the school was her responsibility. What had begun as a means to independence had come to serve a much greater purpose.

      “I’ll tell him if you aren’t interested,” Victoria said. “Or if you’ve already secured someone to address the damages.”

      “No. That’s fine.” Augusta struggled to summon a small amount of enthusiasm. “Tell my favorite brother that I will consider the services of his expert.”

      Hopefully the damages, which had begun appearing last autumn and consisted of several sections that had seemingly eroded for no reason at all, wouldn’t require extensive work. The thought added weight to her shoulders, however.

      Such optimism was often in vain.

      The foundation—the literal foundation of the school—was disintegrating in spots. And no matter how many times her groundskeeper repaired the breaks, the material that made up the footing seemed to be crumbling left and right.

      “I only wish there was more we could do.” Victoria looked as though she might burst into tears. Even ashamed and obviously uncomfortable, the other woman was a beauty. When Piers had arrived at the school in the middle of a snowstorm to find Victoria alone and damsel-like, he hadn’t stood a chance.

      Augusta pinched her mouth together. Victoria and Piers were partly at fault, but Augusta ought not to have left Victoria alone. The very last thing she wanted was for her brother’s wife to be upset. Victoria was a newlywed and ought to spend this time caught up in the euphoria of being in love.

      Because eventually some trouble or another would come along and rob the lovers of their newfound happiness. Passion could bring great satisfaction but could also leave one’s life in ashes.

      Augusta only hoped that Piers and Victoria’s marriage might be the exception.

      She most definitely did not want shame to taint their marriage—especially not because of her. Their initial guilt was temporary, but shame was a heavy burden to bear. It made one weary.

      And cynical.

      If she were a more demonstrative person, Augusta would have reached across the desk and taken Victoria’s hands in hers. Instead, she merely stared into the other woman’s eyes and forced a smile. “These things happen,” she said. “Please stop blaming yourself.”

      Improprieties transpired all too easily, and Augusta had no business judging her brother and Victoria. “And despite Miss Meadowbrook’s insistence that Miss Fellowes end her engagement for her, I am thrilled that you and Piers have found one another. I was beginning to think he’d never settle down.” Augusta winced. “Besides, I’m the one who left you alone in the first place.”

      Victoria smiled and, for a moment, looked almost dreamy. “We are so very happy, and although I would rather matters had been settled with more decorum, I couldn’t wish things didn’t turn out as they have.”

      And Augusta was truly, genuinely pleased to see these two people find contentment together.

      That empty part in her own heart pricked at her, but Augusta ignored it. She’d learned long ago not to compare other people’s lives to her own circumstances.

      Because Augusta’s life was filled with a reasonable amount of satisfaction and success.

      Aside from a few hiccups.
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      “Why would an earl, a man who stands to inherit half a dozen estates already, wish to purchase another one—one that’s, from what I understand, all but gone to ruin?” John Rhys, Rowan Stewart’s foreman and right-hand man, pondered out loud as the spires of what must surely be Longbow Castle reached toward the sky in the distant treetops.

      “No idea,” Rowan answered, running his hand over his head, which, but for a few scars, slid smoothly beneath his palm. For practical purposes, he preferred keeping his hair short and shaved it every fortnight or so.

      “It’s my understanding most nobs struggle to fund what they already have,” Rhys continued his train of thought.

      “Rosewood’s different, though. Word is that he’s been lucky with investments. Manufacturing and whatnot. I’ve given up trying to understand the workings of the aristocracy.” He might have been raised in an aristocratic household but blood won out. And when push came to shove, he’d realized he’d never been one of them.

      Amongst the English elite, there was no room for a man like himself, one who was not only a bastard, but half-Barbadian.

      And he didn’t care.

      Besides, he was happiest as a tradesman. Designing and building gave him purpose, something most nobs lacked.

      This job, however, as Rhys pointed out, was something of a conundrum.

      When Rowan had first received the letter from Piers Primm, the Earl of Rosewood, he’d immediately believed that it was an ill-conceived joke—or worse.

      Because Rosewood was heir to the Marquess of Starbridge. A man who, seventeen years prior, had made his opinion of Rowan perfectly clear. Starbridge had left no doubt that he wanted no ties with the likes of him.

      As had his daughter.

      Quite.

      Clear.

      Rowan rubbed at the long-faded scar on his chin that had been left as a reminder. He hadn’t stood a chance against Starbridge’s ruffians. Back then, Rowan had been wiry enough, but the thugs were more beasts than men, each outweighing him by nearly half a dozen stone.

      Rowan only remembered the first half of the beating. He’d been unconscious for the second half.

      So when, a few weeks ago, he’d opened the letter from Augusta’s brother, he’d been skeptical, to say the least.

      Following further correspondence with the earl, however, and after doing some checking around London, he’d decided it was not a joke.

      More of an ironic coincidence.

      The earl was considering purchasing Longbow Castle from the Earl of Hardwood, who, Rowan had learned, was in dire need of funds.

      And the infamous Longbow Castle, it was rumored, was in dire need of renovations.

      Rosewood had insisted Rowan was his first choice to head up the repairs—for no other reason than Rowan’s reputation as an architect and builder. Without being boastful, Rowan conceded the earl’s reasoning was sound.

      But as he and Rhys neared the castle, Rowan tensed.

      Not because he’d maintained any fear of Rosewood’s father, the old marquess, or because he held ill will toward Rosewood himself, but because Piers Primm, the Earl of Rosewood, was one of Lady Augusta Primm’s younger brothers. And Lady Augusta was Miss Primm now, headmistress of her own school.

      Miss Primm’s Seminary for the Refinement of Ladies just happened to be less than five miles down the road from Longbow Castle. And Rowan never wanted to see that woman again.

      Rowan leaned forward, patting Whisky’s neck at the same time he stretched the muscles in his back.

      Having recently completed a rather impressive project in the heart of Mayfair, Rowan’s coffers were full. He was in no way short of funds. He’d had other offers on the table, but the idea of returning Longbow Castle to its former glory was too intriguing to resist.

      If not for his half-sister, Fiona, he could avoid the school altogether.  Fee was enrolled at Miss Primm’s, however, and if she learned that he was in the area, she’d expect him to visit.

      Miss Primm.

      No doubt she’d changed in the seventeen years since he’d last seen her. The years would have left their mark on her, in the form of wrinkles, gray hair, and perhaps extra pounds. But he wasn’t at all curious…

      Augusta.

      She had been Lady Augusta to the ton, Augusta to Rowan.

      Her family had called her Auggie—a name he’d never felt right calling her.

      Images he’d failed to erase flooded his memory—images of a girl with milk and honey skin, intelligent eyes, and mahogany hair that, when unpinned, fell past her waist. Rowan’s fingers had never forgotten the sensation of being tangled in those silken strands.

      Focusing on one of the castle spires, Rowan exhaled a heavy sigh. In the short month they’d been acquainted, Augusta had transformed from a less-than-confident girl into a passionate woman. He’d intended to make her his wife but had never been allowed the honor.

      Rowan’s father had treated him like a son, more so than his actual heir, causing him to greatly underestimate the rigidity of society. His father had been the bloody Duke of Bedwell, by God. At nine and ten, Rowan had believed that meant something.

      Thanks to the Marquess of Starbridge, by the time Rowan left London, he’d learned differently. His perception amongst his father’s peers had all been an illusion.

      He’d painfully learned the full extent of his disadvantage as a bastard.

      “Did you say you’ve met the earl before?” Rhys asked.

      “I’ve a prior acquaintance with the family,” Stewart answered. Unfortunately. “But I’ve never met Rosewood.”

      When they’d been together, Augusta had presented him to her parents, the Marquess and Marchioness of Starbridge, as well as Lord Eli, the initial heir, who was since deceased.

      Starbridge’s wife, after presenting him with Augusta, had gone on to provide her husband with an abundance of spares.

      Judging from his correspondence with Rosewood, however, the earl was nothing like his father.

      Rowan remembered that single meeting, though. He ought to have trusted the doubts he’d had about the marquess. He ought to have believed his first impression that the man hated him—that his lordship would see Rowan die before marrying his daughter.

      But Rowan had been too besotted at the time.

      “One of my sisters attended Miss Primm’s Seminary,” Rhys said. All of John Rhys’s sisters were ladies, daughters of a baron. Rhys himself, however, held no claim to his father’s title. Because, like Rowan, the foreman had been born on the wrong side of the blanket.

      “Miss Primm’s is in the area. From what I remember,” Rhys added.

      “It is.” Rowan stiffened, and Whisky’s normally even steps faltered for a fraction of a second.

      Rhys glanced over curiously, and Rowan forced himself to relax.

      Seventeen years had passed since he’d known Augusta Primm. Rowan had been young and foolish.

      Both men turned the corner, and as the trees gave way to chaotic lawns and gardens, they simultaneously drew their mounts to a halt.

      “Oh, hell,” Rhys said.

      The castle, which resembled a medieval fortress, towered above the property. Of the spires shooting up, only two appeared intact. Half the walls crumbled from erosion, and the massive structure listed to one side.

      And yet, it was… It could be… “Magnificent,” Rowan said.

      With the first impression out of the way, they urged their mounts forward, resuming their approach.

      Rhys stood in his stirrups. “Is that supposed to be a roof?”

      “A few centuries ago,” Rowan answered.

      “It’s going to need a new foundation.”

      While Rhys listed the potential snags that could kill the project from the outset, Rowan made his own assessment. Longbow Castle wasn’t just a renovation, it was a massive rebuild. It would require years to complete. And after that, regular maintenance.

      He’d barely finished that thought when an imposing but friendly-looking fellow appeared on the threshold of the main entrance and skipped down the front steps.

      “Mr. Stewart?” the gentleman called out.

      Rowan dismounted and, crossing to the steps, shook the man’s hand, taking his measure as he did so. He would have recognized Lord Rosewood as Primm’s brother in an instant.

      The earl’s eyes were a hazel green whereas Augusta’s were a stormy gray, but aside from that, their mannerisms and features were uncannily similar. Augusta wasn’t as tall as her brother, but the earl’s posture reminded Rowan of her.

      Even as a young girl, she’d held herself rigid without appearing overly proud. She’d not been like the other debutantes who’d either hunched over giggling or stared down their noses at him.

      Odd that the memories came so clearly. It had been a very long time ago.

      Rowan cleared his throat. “Rosewood?” he confirmed.

      “Guilty.” The other released his hand.

      Rowan introduced Rhys, and then a young man jogged toward them from a ramshackle building that Rowan guessed had once purposed itself as a stable.

      “I can have young William care for your mounts. Looks like they could use some water and a good rubdown.”

      Rowan met Rhys’s gaze and then, turning back to the earl, nodded, accepting for the both of them.

      He then glanced up at the massive structure before him.

      “I won’t mince words, Rosewood,” Rowan said. “This isn’t just a project, it’s more of a career.”

      Rhys laughed with a grunt, but the earl merely nodded thoughtfully.

      “That’s why I chose you specifically. I was tempted to build elsewhere, but my countess prefers that we live in the area, and she values the history.”

      “I didn’t realize you were married.” But of course. A woman would be at the bottom of such an outlandish project.

      But the earl didn’t appear bothered at all. In fact, he looked rather pleased with himself.

      “I wasn’t until a week ago,” he said, but then allowed his gaze to drift over the castle. “I’ve some funds lying around, and as I’ve no intention of taking on the running of my father’s estate, I’m more than happy to spend my money on anything she wants.”

      The three men took their time hiking around the perimeter of the stables, a dower house, a few other various listing structures, and the castle itself. They then hazarded a partial tour of the interior, and while Rowan and the earl discussed a tableau of issues, Rhys took careful notes.

      Rowan knew Rhys would also be devising a rough estimate. Very rough at this point.

      But when he eventually tossed out what Rowan knew would be a conservative number, a staggering amount actually, the earl merely nodded.

      “It could go higher,” Rowan added. “Depending on what we find. Rhys has included incidentals, and we’re usually fairly accurate, but with a structure as rundown as this ancient lady, one rarely nails the final costs on the first go-round.”

      Rosewood faced the castle, and the trio of men fell silent until the earl turned back around.

      “About what I suspected.” Although he looked a tad disappointed, as though he’d hoped he’d been wrong. “Nonetheless, I want you to take on the project—from start to finish. My wife deserves the best.”

      Rowan stilled. Those investments the earl had made must have been lucrative, indeed.

      And then he took a moment to stare up at the castle.

      This would be the biggest project he’d undertaken to date. A buzzing vibrated down his spine.

      The bones of Longbow Castle called to him.

      But before he could accept, the earl spoke again.

      “I have one condition.”

      Of course, there was always a catch…

      “What’s that?” Rowan asked warily.

      The earl tapped his chin. “That you take a look at my sister’s school. There’s been damage to the foundation—possible vandalism. I’m no engineer, but it’s in need of reinforcements.”

      Take a look at my sister’s school.

      Rowan ought to decline the project outright. The earl had no idea what he was asking.

      And yet…

      He was bound to run into her at some time or another—something he’d imagined with mixed feelings. Seventeen years was a very long time. He was a completely different man than he’d been while courting her. Likely, she was a completely different woman.

      Furthermore, he could spend time with Fiona. He avoided his stepmother like the plague and in doing so missed out on visits with his half-sister.

      Rowan reached out his right hand, and when Rosewood clasped it in his, gave it a firm shake.

      “Let’s rebuild your castle, then.”

      With that decided, a myriad of other details needed ironing out.

      Fortunately, the previous occupant of the estate had kept the dower house in repair, and the earl and his new countess had made a temporary home there. Rowan and Rhys would bed down in the gamekeeper's lodge.

      “I’m more than willing to put you up at the inn until something more comfortable can be made available,” Rosewood offered.

      “It’ll be more convenient to stay on the property.” Rowan met Rhys's glance, the two men thinking the same thing. “Especially if there are vandals in the area.”

      It wouldn’t be the first time one of Rowan’s projects was targeted thusly. He and his team had learned that supplies, along with a dry space to sleep, were more than tempting for the occasional drifter.

      “I’ll send for my team, then. Once they’ve arrived, they’ll set up a camp around the supplies and near the ongoing work. It’s for the best that we have men here around the clock. They tend to get rowdy on occasion, but they're the best at what they do, and Rhys keeps them in check.”

      Rosewood frowned but agreed. “Very well then. I’m sure you’ll think of other details while settling in, and I’ll likely come up with at least a hundred more questions. I’m set to finalize the sale with Hardwood tomorrow morning, and if you’re amenable, we can drive over to my sister’s school afterward. You’ll want to discuss necessary repairs with Auggie—or Miss Primm, as she’s known in these whereabouts. You have my permission to include supplies required for the school in the orders you place for Longbow. Then let’s hash out a contract later this week.”

      Rowan nodded thoughtfully. He’d be opening a can of worms that was seventeen years in the making—nearly two decades.

      What the hell was he doing?

      Asking for trouble. That’s what.
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