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      Lady Jaclyn Thomas believed she had left her past and the scandal that nearly destroyed her behind. Sent to Havenwood Academy to reclaim her reputation, she vowed never again to let a man hold power over her. There, she found purpose, independence and the chance to become her own woman.

      But fate has a way of shattering even the best laid plans…

      Kingston Brooks, Duke of Amberwood, the man at the heart of her disgrace, enters her life once again. Memories neither can forget resurface, and the night that ruined her threatens to consume them both. When circumstance force them together over a year later, sparks fly with a heat neither can resist. Desire ignites, tempers clash, and every stolen glance tests their control.

      Worse, Jaclyn’s brother is determined to keep her happiness just out of reach and Kingston from her life. The very man who publicly declared Kingston the architect of Jaclyn’s ruin now stands ready to tear apart her life once again…unless Jaclyn and Kingston are willing to risk everything for love and relive the scandal neither wanted to remember.

      Some scandals, it seems, are far too tempting to resist—especially when entwined with love…
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        “The Very first moment I beheld him, my heart was irrevocably gone.”

        JANE AUSTEN, LOVE AND FRIENDSHIP
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      The sound of music drifted softly from the rotunda, blending with the hum of conversation and laughter that filled the summer evening air at Vauxhall Gardens. Jaclyn Thomas stood near the edge of the grand promenade, her gaze wandering over the crowd, enjoying the spectacle of fashion and refinement around her. Her strawberry blonde curls were neatly pinned in an elegant chignon and her gown was a light-green silk that brought out the color of her eyes. She looked like any other lady in attendance though she could not help fidgeting with her fan. She had been separated from her brother, the Earl of Oakley, and despite the lively nature of the evening, she couldn’t shake the discomfort of being alone in the crowd. Where the blazes was Barrett? She might very well strangle her brother when she found him.

      She made her way toward the rotunda hoping to find her brother, Barrett there. How could he have wandered off and left her alone at Vauxhall? He was supposed to be her chaperone. If their father discovered that she had been alone for any length of time he would have a fit. It was not secret that Jaclyn could be a bit of a hellion, but even she knew better than to wander around Vauxhall on her own. She frowned and started to walk faster when she ran right into a hard wall—or rather, a man that was so solid he was like hitting one.

      She glanced up into the dark, stormy gray eyes one of the most deliciously handsome men she had ever had the pleasure of gazing upon. He had broad shoulders that were heavily muscled—which she should not know, but she had accidentally run right into him. He dressed with an understated elegance, his clothes carefully tailored to fit his well-proportioned frame, but there was also an undeniable air of a man who could easily blend into the background when he wished—though his presence could never truly go unnoticed. It was his face that had her stunned stupid though. He had high chiseled cheekbones and full plump lips. He smiled at her then and she nearly fell into a heap at his feet. The man had dimples. Dimples! He was so sinfully gorgeous her heart had stopped working properly. It beat heavily inside her chest. She lifted her fan and started to wave it in front of her face. Surely her cheeks must be a brilliant red. Was she flushed? She felt flushed. Lord… she was a mess, and he hadn’t even said a word to her. “My apologies…” Jaclyn had no words. She had lost the ability to make even the smallest of polite conversation.

      “I hope you are all right, my lady,” he said, his voice a deep baritone that resonated through her chest, sending flutters anew through her overtaxed heart.

      Jaclyn’s breath caught slightly. This was a man of undeniable presence, one who seemed to draw attention simply by entering a room. His dark hair was slightly disheveled, his jaw sharp, and his eyes, though cold in their demeanor, held an unmistakable intensity. Who was this gentleman and what gave him that air of authority?

      “No, my lord,” Jaclyn replied with a smile, her voice steady but her heart quickening more and more under his gaze. “I am only searching for my brother.”

      “What is your brother’s name? Perhaps I am acquainted with him,” the gentleman asked. “If I might accompany you for a moment, I would be honored to ensure your safety in the meantime while you search.”

      Before she could respond, a sudden commotion broke through the crowd. Another reveler, likely inebriated from too much arrack punch, stumbled toward her, his elbow knocking into her side and causing her to teeter dangerously. A gasp escaped her lips, but before she could regain her balance, the gentleman’s strong arms encircled her waist, steadying her with a swift and practiced motion.

      The warmth of his chest pressed against her back as he held her, and for a moment, all else seemed to fade away. She could feel the pulse of his heartbeat, strong and steady, just as his grip around her waist was unyielding. Jaclyn’s heart skipped a beat or perhaps it stopped beating altogether—she could not be certain. All she seemed aware of was him... She didn’t dare look up at the gentleman though. She could feel his breath against her neck, and the proximity sent a strange flutter through her.

      “Steady now,” the gentleman said quietly, his voice somehow both comforting and commanding.

      “Thank you, my lord,” Jaclyn murmured, her hands still gripping the edge of his jacket to steady herself. But before she could compose herself, the sound of heavy footsteps approached. She turned to find her brother, Barrett, glaring at the stranger holding her in his arms.

      He glared at them, and he clenched his fists at his side as he met the man’s gaze. “What is this?” her brother demanded, his voice ringing through the air, attracting the attention of nearby revelers. “What are you doing with my sister, Your Grace?”

      Your Grace? Jaclyn stared up at the man and frowned. He was a duke? As she had never been introduced to him before she hadn’t known that. Her ignorance had her addressing him incorrectly. But none of that mattered now. Her brother had come to the wrong conclusion, and she would have to stop him from overreacting before he did something foolish.

      The duke looked at Barrett with a calm, collected expression. “I was merely ensuring her safety, Lord Oakley. She was knocked off balance by someone in the crowd, and I was simply assisting her.”

      “Assisting her?” Barrett’s eyes flashed with suspicion. “I have no doubt you were ‘assisting’ her in other ways as well, Your Grace. I am quite certain that was not all you were doing.”

      Jaclyn felt her face heat up, the sting of her brother’s words cutting through the air like a whip. She knew her brother’s temper—he was fiercely protective, but his accusations were coming too swiftly, too unfairly. “Barrett,” she said, her voice a soft but firm plea, “Please⁠—”

      “Do not interrupt, Jaclyn,” her brother snapped. “This man, this duke, is not to be trusted. We all know of his reputation, and I shall not stand idly by while he uses his position to take advantage of you.”

      Jaclyn’s gaze flicked to the duke in question. He remained utterly composed, his expression unreadable. She could see the tension in his jaw, but he did not respond immediately. Instead, he turned his attention back to her brother. It did not escape her notice that he still held her close as well. She should step out of his arms and diffuse the situation, but she seemed rooted in place.

      “You are mistaken,” the duke said in a low, commanding voice. “I have not done anything to dishonor your sister, nor would I. If you have a grievance, it is with the man who caused her to stumble, not with me.”

      Jaclyn finally started to come to her senses. She pushed herself free from the duke’s embrace and started toward her brother. She stopped short when she saw the angry glare on his face as he stalked forward. Had Barrett been drinking some of that highly intoxicating punch? His eyes also looked a little glazed over…

      “Enough of this nonsense!” Barrett roared, his fists clenched at his sides. “You will not disgrace my sister! If you will not leave her be, I challenge you, Your Grace. I challenge you to a duel!”

      A murmur rippled through the surrounding crowd, but the duke did not flinch. Instead, he stepped back, his eyes hardening slightly. “If you insist, Lord Oakley,” he said coolly, his tone betraying no hint of fear, “but know that a duel is a serious matter, and I do not take such challenges lightly.”

      Jaclyn, who had been stunned silent, looked between the two men with increasing anxiety. “Barrett, please,” she implored, her voice shaking, “this is madness.” Her brother could not fight a duel. It would be disastrous. She would be ruined because of this… She might already be ruined because of this scene… She had to try to persuade him against such an action though. “You have to listen to me…” But Barrett, too proud to back down, kept his eyes locked with the duke, waiting for a response.

      The duke took a breath, glancing briefly at Jaclyn before returning his attention to her brother. “If this is your wish, Lord Oakley, then I will not refuse it. But I advise you, as a man of honor, to reconsider. The consequences of such an action will not be easily undone.”

      “There is nothing to reconsider.” Her brother lifted his chin boldly. “I will not retract my challenge.”

      “Then we will meet at dawn.” He turned toward another gentleman that had come to stand beside him. The man had a striking appearance that commanded attention—much like the duke. His dark auburn hair, thick and slightly tousled, framed his face with a natural unruliness, as though it defied the proper grooming expected of him. His green eyes, deep and vibrant, held an intensity that could easily capture the gaze of anyone fortunate—or unfortunate—enough to meet them. His features were chiseled, with high cheekbones and a jawline that spoke of both sophistication and strength, lending him an air of authority without the need for words. He was not a beautiful man—his features too stark to be considered handsome, but Jaclyn would not easily forget him. Though she wanted to forget everything about this night. The duke addressed the man, “Lord Kendal, will you act as my second?”

      “Aye,” the man replied with a heavy Scottish accent. “I will see tae the details.”

      “Have him choose the weapon. I don’t much care what we use. I’m skilled with it all.” With that the duke turned to leave. As he strolled away, he added, “I’ll be at my townhouse. Find me there when it is all settled.”

      Jaclyn’s heart pounded in her chest, both from the whirlwind of emotions inside her and the looming tension in the air. What had begun as a simple evening at Vauxhall had turned into a storm of accusations, defiance, and the undeniable heat between her and the man who had held her in his arms, only moments ago. Her brother’s temper, fueled by misguided protection, would bring about consequences he had not anticipated. And she? She was caught in the middle—torn between the loyalty she had to her family and the undeniable attraction she had for the very man who might die after he had come to her aid. It would all be for nothing...

      “Enough,” she said, stepping forward, her voice firm but shaking with emotion. Trying one last time she grabbed her brother’s arm and pleaded, “This foolishness cannot go any further. You have to call it off.”

      “It is far too late for that, sister dear,” he said coldly. “The Duke of Amberwood would never allow me to renege now. His honor is at stake.” He met her gaze. “I will arrange for you to have an escort home. This is no concern of yours.”

      But it had everything to do with her… This duel was being fought in her honor. Her brother would not listen to her though. He had made a decision, and she was only a silly girl that had no intelligent thoughts in her head. In that moment she hated him a little bit, and a part of her also hated the duke. Yes, he had come to her aid, but he didn’t have to accept the challenge to a duel. Men were fools and she wanted nothing to do with any of them.
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      Kingston Brooks, the Duke of Amberwood trained his eyes on the figures before him, the tension in the air so thick it was suffocating. The early morning mist had yet to dissipate, but the seconds were in place, the pistols loaded, and the challenge was set. The duel was about to begin. He still could not believe he found himself in such an untenable situation. How had this even come into being? The chit had been lovely to be sure, but he had not even known her name until her brother chastised her—Jaclyn. He closed his eyes for a brief moment, and he could see her there. That gorgeous strawberry blonde hair that begged him to unravel it from that chignon, and her eyes… Those light-green eyes were so lively and enchanting. She truly was a lovely woman, and it was too bad that he would never come to know more of her. They had never been introduced and never would be allowed a proper introduction. He did, however, know Lord Oakley well. As soon as the man had appeared Kingston had recognized him. Lord Oakley was known for his hot temper and impulsiveness. He should have found a way to extricate himself from the situation, but his own temper had gotten the better of him.

      Lord Kendal, standing beside him, exhaled a sharp breath, clearly uneasy. Kingston could feel the palpable weight of his friend’s discomfort, but the decision had already been made. It was a matter of honor, no more or less, and if Kingston would not fight, then Kendal would stand in his place. There was no turning back now.

      "Do you have the pistols?" Kingston asked, turning to the Marquess of Finley, who had been designated as the Earl of Oakley’s second for this ill-fated affair.

      "Of course," the Marquess of Finley replied, his hazel eyes narrowing slightly as he pulled the leather pouch from his coat. "My sister Charlotte helped me retrieve them from our father’s study. It took some convincing, mind you," he added with a glance at Lord Oakley, who stiffened at the mention of Charlotte’s involvement.

      Neither of these men seemed to know how to use the intelligence necessary to make a good decision. Kingston rolled his eyes. One was too protective of his sister that it led them to a duel and the other had used his own sister to retrieve the pistols for the duel in question. He wanted to shake sense into both men.

      "Finley, you’ve no right dragging your sister into such matters," Lord Oakley reprimanded sharply, his voice thick with annoyance. "This is far beyond her purview. She ought not to have been involved."

      Kingston had to restrain a chuckle at the exchange. Oakley was not wrong, but his timing could be better. He should have considered how his friend got the pistols sooner. That poor girl would likely be in trouble because of their actions. It was none of his concern though. "I’m certain Lady Charlotte is well able to handle herself," he said lightly, though his tone was far more serious. "Let us focus on the matter at hand." He wanted this nonsense done with so he could go home. It had been a very long night.

      Finley rolled his eyes. "Yes, yes, Oakley. I understand your concern, but it’s done now, isn’t it?" His eyes flicked over to Kingston, standing across from them. It was time. Not that Kingston wanted to participate in the duel, but the die had already been cast. He could not escape his fate. “You may choose the pistol first, Your Grace.” Finley held them out to him.

      He chose a pistol. Kingston did not doubt that they were both equal and useable. Finely was the only son of the Duke of Claremont. What he knew of that man suggested he would be fastidious about his weapons. The two seconds moved to their respective places, and the duelists were instructed to take their positions. There was a brief moment of silence as both men held the weapons at their sides, each steadying their grip. Kingston’s pulse quickened, but he remained outwardly calm even when deep inside he still could not fathom that he was actually going to duel the Earl of Oakley.

      "On the count of three, gentlemen," Lord Kendal called out in his heavy Scottish brogue, his voice firm and controlled. "One, two, three⁠—"

      Kingston turned and raised his pistol and pressed the trigger without giving it much thought. It was all instinct… The sound of the pistols discharging rang in the air with deafening clarity. Kingston’s breath caught as pain burned in his shoulder. He staggered slightly, a sharp cry escaping his lips as he clutched at the wound. A thin trail of blood began to seep from between his fingers, staining the front of his shirt a dark crimson.

      "Feck," Kendal muttered under his breath, his face paling at the sight. "He’s hit." The viscount rushed to Kingston’s side, his face grim. "Come now, Yer Grace, we’ve not the time tae stand about. Ye’ll bleed out if we dinna get ye tae yer townhouse."

      Kingston gritted his teeth, wincing as Kendal helped him stand, his movements slow and labored. "It’s not a grievous wound, just a scratch," he insisted, but his voice was faint with the pain of the injury. He would not give Oakley the satisfaction of knowing how much the wound hurt. It was bloody painful, but he would walk to the carriage. If he fainted, he would never hear the end of it. Kingston closed his eyes and silently cursed this outcome. He had hoped it would end without injury, but it was clear that fate had other plans.

      "I’ll see him tae the townhouse," Lord Kendal said, his voice low but with a note of finality. He did not even check to see if his own aim had been true. Had Oakley been injured or was he the only lucky one in this infernal duel? "There’s nothing tae be done here. I’ll get him seen by a physician. See that no one hears of this because if it is worse than I believe ye’ll be hearing from the magistrate."

      "He tried to seduce my sister," Oakley said, his voice steady but with an edge of impatience. “He got what he deserved. Nothing more.” So, the bastard was uninjured. Wasn’t that just Kingston’s luck…

      Lord Finley, holding both of his father’s pistols, gave a curt nod. “Let’s go, Oakley. There is nothing for us here.” With that the two of them left. Thank the lord… He did not know how much more he could take of Lord Oakley and his sanctimonious beliefs.

      With the duel officially over Kendal helped Kingston to the waiting carriage. The early morning mist had begun to subside, and the sun started to pierce through the clouds, casting a soft, golden light over the landscape. But for Kingston, the brightness did little to lift the heaviness in his chest or ease the pain in his shoulder. This duel would be something he never forgot.

      As they moved, he could not help but wonder if they had truly resolved anything, or if this would only be the beginning of a much longer struggle between him and the man who would never be anything but an enemy.

      As to the man’s sister… Kingston hoped he never laid eyes upon Lady Jaclyn Thomas again. She may be one of the loveliest women he’d ever had the pleasure of meeting, but she had brought him nothing but trouble, and that was the last thing he needed in his life.
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      The first light of September pierced through the delicate curtains of Lady Jaclyn Thomas’s room at Havenwood Academy, casting a soft glow over the worn wooden floors and the neatly arranged furniture. It was the beginning of a new term, and though the school was filled with the usual bustle of ladies returning after the short summer break, Jaclyn felt the weight of an unsettling quietness hanging in the air.

      The summer had been full of unexpected events, most notably the house party at Easton Abbey, along with all the other ladies that stayed at Havenwood over the break. Charlotte and Georgina, her two roommates, had both found love at that very house party. Now they had brand new married lives that did not include Jaclyn. She was happy for them, but she was also lonely. Charlotte had married the Marquess of Easton and his estate bordered Havenwood. That meant she would at least be able to visit with her. Georgina had went and tied herself to that rogue, the Earl of Foxmoore, and his estate was some distance from the academy. Though the earl was friends with the Marquess of Easton so they might visit. Jaclyn could not bring herself to feel anything but a mix of envy and loneliness as the two women, whom she had considered close friends, embarked on their new happy, love filled lives. All she had was the ever-present animosity that brewed between her and the Duke of Amberwood.

      Jaclyn had not gone home to visit her family; instead, she had spent the summer at the academy, preferring to avoid the chaos of her ancestral home and her family’s often indifferent ways. After the scandal that had led to her being sent to Havenwood Academy, she did not feel comfortable at home. Her father’s disapproval kept her from feeling as if she still belonged as part of the family. As to her brother… The rotter was the reason her name had been embroiled in scandal to begin with. If not for his actions and assumptions, there would be no reason for her to be at Havenwood. Though she did not regret coming to the school. If not for Havenwood she never would have truly come to know herself and what she wanted for her life.

      The solitude of having a room to herself, albeit temporarily, had granted her a temporary peace, but now, with the new school year beginning she knew that would end. And she could not help wondering if she would be assigned a new roommate? The thought left a small knot of anxiety twisting in her stomach. Would this potential new roommate be like Charlotte and would they become fast friends, or would she find herself with someone she loathed?

      Her thoughts were interrupted by a soft knock on the door, followed by the entrance of Mrs. Havenwood, the headmistress of the academy. The headmistress was tiny in stature. Some easily dismissed her at a glance, but that would be their first mistake. Mrs. Havenwood was no one’s fool, and she had a keen intelligence that allowed her to keep track of all of her students and their aims. She had rich auburn hair streaked with gold that she kept pulled back in a simple chignon. Her gown was a blue so dark that on first glance it seemed black—her usual attire. "Good morning, Lady Jaclyn," Mrs. Havenwood said, her voice firm yet kind. "I trust you are prepared for classes to resume?"

      "Good morning," Jaclyn replied, her voice betraying a slight unease. "As ready as I can be, I suppose." It wasn’t as if she would admit to any faults she might have. Not when she no longer had her dearest friend around to commiserate with.

      "Yes, I can imagine it’s a bit unnerving, being the only one remaining here," Mrs. Havenwood said, nodding in understanding. She stepped farther into the room, her footsteps soft on the floor. "I am sure you will miss Lady Charlotte and Miss Georgina—or rather Lady Easton and Lady Foxmoore now I should say..."

      “I will,” she admitted. “It will not be the same here without them.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, then smiled. “Lady Charlotte in particular added a bit of flair. Her enthusiasm will be missed.”

      Jaclyn’s heart skipped. What Mrs. Havenwood did not say was that Jaclyn and Charlotte often stirred a bit of chaos together. There was not one inch of the school or the grounds that they did not explore. Their mischievous nature was what led to Charlotte first catching a glimpse of her new husband. He had been going for a swim in the pond that bordered his estate with Havenwood.

      "I must inform you about some changes that will happen immediately,” Mrs. Havenwood began. “You will be sharing a room with two new ladies this year. Your new roommates are Lady Melisande Burton and Lady Ella Winslow."

      Jaclyn blinked, taken aback. Two new roommates. Two? She had been alone with Charlotte for a year before they had added Georgina to the room. Now they were springing two on her immediately? And one of them was Lady Melisande? That girl was the worst sort of hellion. She was almost mean in her mischief, and she and Jaclyn did not get on well.

      "Lady Melisande Burton," she murmured. "She’s... quite a handful, isn’t she?" How was she to survive living with that girl every day? She had no escape from her. Before she had the peace of her bedchamber and even that would not be afforded to her going forward.

      Mrs. Havenwood sighed, the faintest shadow of a smile crossing her lips. "That is one way of putting it. Lady Melisande is certainly... spirited. But I am confident that you will manage her quite well. As for Lady Ella Winslow, she is a new student, though her family is well known in society. She has recently had a bit of difficulty…” Which meant she found herself embroiled in some sort of scandal… “Life at an academy might prove an adjustment for her as well. I’m sure she will appreciate your help in settling in."

      "Of course," Jaclyn said, her mind whirling. A troublemaker like Melisande and an unknown possibility in Ella. She did not know whether to laugh or cry. She prayed that at least Ella would be tolerable because she already knew that Melisande would not be an ally.

      "Lady Ella will be quite different from Melisande," Mrs. Havenwood continued, her voice taking on a more measured, thoughtful cadence. "Ella is a sweet girl—though she possesses her own reckless streak of adventure—more subtle, perhaps, than one would first imagine. She may be shy at first, in unfamiliar company though not as shy as Lady Foxmoore had been. I have every hope you will become fast friends. I believe the friendship will be beneficial to you both." Georgina had been so shy she had trouble speaking at times. Charlotte and Jaclyn had coaxed her out of her wallflower ways. It had taken weeks, and often gentle encouragement, from Charlotte and Jaclyn to coax her from the shadowed corners of her wallflower existence into a more confident, spirited presence. Jaclyn fully believed that their friendship helped Georgina to open up and allow herself to be courted by her husband. She could show that same patience and kindness to her new roommate if she required it. Jaclyn hoped that Lady Ella would be as wonderful as Georgina and Charlotte had been to her. They would need each other if they had to suffer through the company of Melisande.

      Jaclyn furrowed her brow as she took in the details and considered what she might have to do with her two new roommates. She didn’t know how she was supposed to manage two such different personalities, but she should be able to navigate it. She would do her best. This was likely her final year at Havenwood. She would return home and be launched, once again, in society to find a husband. That part she was not looking forward to. Jaclyn wasn’t so certain she wished to have a husband, but she had little choice in the matter.

      "Now," Mrs. Havenwood said, her voice softening. "I do hope this change will not trouble you too much. It’s only for the year, and I’m sure you will acclimate and be welcoming to both girls."

      Jaclyn nodded, though the tension still lingered in her chest. As long as she did not have to socialize much with the Duke of Amberwood she did not doubt she would be just fine. Not even Lady Melisande would disrupt her. She could hold her own against that girl. Though it would be inherently better if Lady Ella would become a new close friend.

      "I shall make my best attempt," Jaclyn said with a small, tight smile.

      "Very well," Mrs. Havenwood said, giving Jaclyn a reassuring look. "I will leave you to prepare. I’ll see you all at dinner this evening."

      As Mrs. Havenwood left the room, Jaclyn turned to look out the window. She had no idea what the new year would bring, but the thought of sharing a room with Melisande and Ella left her both curious and apprehensive. A quiet knock interrupted her thoughts, and the door creaked open. Standing in the doorway, looking a bit unsure of herself, was a young woman with pale blonde hair almost white in color and hazel eyes that gleamed with an unusual intensity.

      "Lady Ella Winslow?" Jaclyn asked, her voice warm but cautious. As she was acquainted with Melisande it had to be her, but she did not want to presume. She was a lovely girl. Her hair was an unusual shade, and her eyes—they were almost golden in appearance.

      "Yes," the girl replied, her voice soft. "I’ve come to introduce myself. I was told I’d be sharing a bedchamber with you."

      Jaclyn took in the girl’s serene appearance, her beauty almost ethereal. There was something about Ella that intrigued her, but she could not put her finger on what it was. She looked like someone who had lived a sheltered life—so different from Melisande, who had a reputation for mischief and mayhem. What kind of scandal could this girl have been embroiled in? She did not appear the type to do anything outrageous.

      "Welcome to Havenwood," Jaclyn said, then smiled. "I’m Lady Jaclyn Thomas—but you may just call me Jaclyn. I do not believe in formalities between friends, and we will be great friends. It will be a wonderful year, I believe."

      Ella’s smile grew, though there was a hint of coyness in her eyes. "I do like you already. You very well may be correct. It will be a grand year."

      “Of course you do.” Jaclyn beamed. "Because I am remarkable.” She leaned down and whispered, “Though you best be prepared for our other roommate. She can be… difficult. But I’ll make certain we both survive her wickedness." She turned toward the door as the sound of boots echoing down the hallway reached her ears. "And I believe here’s our other roommate now..."

      Lady Melisande Burton strode into the room with a swagger that could only belong to someone of her reputation. Every step she took resonated with purpose. Her raven-black hair gleamed under the light, and her gray eyes sparkled with mischief as she surveyed the room, her lips curled into a smirk as she boldly met each of their gazes. There was a sharpness in those eyes, a dangerous kind of intelligence. It made Jaclyn wonder whether it was recklessness or courage that drove her to act the way she did.

      She paused in the center of the room, letting her gaze travel deliberately over the assembled company. Her lips curved into a smirk so audacious it seemed to mock decorum itself. "Well, well," she said, her voice rich with amusement and tinged with a lilt that suggested she enjoyed the discomfiture of others far more than she ought. "I see we’re all settled in. Let the chaos begin."  Her announcement dropped into the room like an ominous premonition they should all be prepared to befall them.

      Jaclyn could already feel a knot of anticipation forming in her stomach. This year, she realized with a sinking certainty, would be different. Not merely lively, not merely scandalous, but unpredictable in a way that made her pulse quicken with both dread and excitement. Charlotte, for all her sharp tongue and brilliant scheming, would not be present to temper the storm. Charlotte’s absence was a conspicuous void, one that made Melisande’s presence feel all the more formidable. Charlotte had been the one person Jaclyn could always count on. She would no longer be here for her to lean on. This year would be different. Because Charlotte would not be here even through the worst of times. Instead, she would have Melisande to contend with.

      Poor Ella, who still had no inkling of the kind of storm she was about to weather. Jaclyn’s gaze flicked to her new friend, noting the slight, unguarded tilt of her head, the innocence that made her so ill-prepared for Melisande’s clever jabs and subtle provocations. It was almost cruel, Jaclyn thought, how little Ella knew what she was stepping into. Melisande, meanwhile, seemed entirely unbothered by the room’s undercurrent of apprehension. She moved with the ease of someone accustomed to command, as though the very space belonged to her. One hand rested lightly on the back of a chair; the other toyed with a fan she had brought, flicking it open and shut in a rhythm that mirrored the heartbeat of the room. Every gesture, every glance, was deliberate, calculated to provoke curiosity, admiration, or—if necessary—discomfort.

      Jaclyn swallowed, trying to steady the fluttering in her stomach. There was a thrilling danger in Melisande’s audacity, a charm that could not be denied. But charm, she knew, was the most treacherous of weapons, and Melisande wielded it with deadly precision. Jaclyn forced herself to breathe, to remember that decorum, reputation, and prudence still mattered—at least, in theory.

      She took a deep, fortifying breath and reminded herself that she could survive whatever Melisande had in store for them. She was far stronger and much cleverer than Melisande might realize. There room might very well end up being a battlefield, but Jaclyn would be the victor in the end.
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      The soft crackle of the fire in the hearth did little to warm Kingston Brooks, Duke of Amberwood, as he sat alone in the library at Easton Abbey. His fingers lightly traced the rim of the crystal glass in his hand, the amber liquid inside catching the low light from the flames. The rich scent of brandy filled the air, but even the heady warmth of the drink could not settle the restlessness that gripped him. His gaze drifted absentmindedly over the room, taking in the grandiose furniture, the polished surfaces, and the faint shadows of the evening creeping in through the tall windows. There was a deep silence that seemed to stretch beyond the walls of the abbey, much like the unease that lingered in his chest.

      He had been here for weeks now visiting with his friend and suffered through that infernal house party. His arm still ached, a dull reminder of the injury he had sustained while acting the gentleman in that blasted duel. The memory was still too fresh—too bitter—even over a year later. He had never been one to stand idly by when a woman was in peril, but that night had been different. She had been abandoned by her brother at Vauxhall, and he only sought to help her find him. If someone had not bumped into her causing her to fall, and him to catch her, the lady’s brother never would have assumed he intended to seduce her. He had caught her as she tumbled, a blur of beauty and surprise, only for her brother to accuse him of intent far darker than the reality. In an instant, the delicate dance of propriety had crumbled into a scandal that would haunt both their lives. The injury he had sustained—his arm still reminding him of it with every shift in the weather—had come as a result of trying to do what was right.

      He did found Lady Jaclyn attractive—there was no denying her beauty. Her bright eyes, her porcelain skin, the delicate curve of her neck that had beckoned him in a way he had not expected. But that wasn’t why he had acted. He hadn’t been seeking to compromise her, even if her brother had made it appear that way. The memory of it still stung. He had been laid up in bed for weeks afterward, trying to recover from the injury and the scandal, which had followed him like an unrelenting shadow. It hadn’t helped that his reputation of being a consummate rake had added to the scandal. That night had ruined what little of a reputation he had left. And for what? A foolish misunderstanding.

      The scar on his arm was permanent, a reminder of the night that had changed everything. But it was not just the scar that troubled him. It was the regret, the lingering animosity he couldn’t shake off toward Lady Jaclyn. She had never apologized for the scandal, and he suspected she wouldn’t. He did not hold her entirely to blame, of course. Her brother had been the one to launch the accusations. But that did not change the fact that his life had been irrevocably altered because of her presence.

      Still, something—something he refused to acknowledge—kept him tethered to Easton Abbey. As much as he hated to admit it, part of him did not want to leave. There was something about this place, something about the absence of society's watchful eye, that made him feel free. Free from the judgment, free from the expectations. The door to the game room creaked open, and the sound of footsteps echoed off the stone floors. Kingston’s gaze lifted from his glass, his eyes narrowing as he saw the tall figure of the Marquess of Easton enter.

      “Still brooding in here, I see,” Easton remarked, his tone light but full of the knowing sympathy that came from years of friendship. The marquess had been a constant presence in his life since their days at Eton. There was no one Kingston trusted more—save his other good friend, the Earl of Foxmoore.

      Though in this instance, Easton was the one that offered him a place of solitude by allowing him to stay at his estate. Easton Abbey was a refuge of sorts. Kingston didn’t think he deserved his friends’ unwavering loyalty at times, though he would offer the same to either of them if they needed it. “I must say, the brooding gentleman routine is starting to become tiresome,” Easton drawled. “Do you plan to stay locked away in here forever?”

      Kingston smiled faintly, though it did not reach his eyes. “And what would you have me do, Easton? I can hardly return to London and listen to the wagging tongues.”

      Easton raised an eyebrow. “That’s what I wanted to speak to you about. Are you so certain that there will still be talk?” He folded his arms over his chest. “And I’ve meant to ask you about the Marquess of Finley.”

      The tone of the conversation had shifted, and Kingston set his glass down with a quiet clink, his expression becoming more serious. “I’m not sure what scandal they’re discussing now, nor do I honestly care. I just do not wish to hear any of it." He narrowed his gaze. “And what of Finley?”

      “I wondered if you were aware of his connection to my wife,” Easton replied smoothly, stepping farther into the room. He moved to pour himself a drink from the decanter on the sideboard.

      “Connection?” Kingston scoffed, his frustration simmering beneath the surface. Why did Easton always have to be so bloody cryptic? “In what way?”

      Easton turned to face Kingston and then took a sip of his drink He regarded him with an almost knowing expression. “He is Charlotte’s elder brother.”

      Kingston furrowed his brow, and then a memory came to him from that night. He cursed under his breath. “Good God… She’s the one who retrieved the pistols we used in the duel. How did I not make that connection…”

      “The man should never have involved her in that,” Easton continued, his voice tinged with disgust. “I almost want to beat him for being so stupid.” He took another sip of his brandy. “But I cannot do that. As Charlotte loves the fool I will have to smile and be nice when he visits.”

      Kingston’s chest tightened, a flicker of something darker filling his thoughts. “He is coming here?”

      “Oh yes,” Easton said. “She received a missive today. Lord Finley is to arrive in a week. I am thrilled, as you can tell.” His voice was full of disgust as he spoke. Easton did not want his new brother by marriage to visit. “But Charlotte is happy, and I will not do anything to make her uncomfortable.” He narrowed his gaze. “So, if you’re staying, I need you to act the gentleman too and please do not kill the man.”

      Kingston regarded his friend and then smiled. He had a new reason to stay at Easton Abbey. He wouldn’t kill the man, but that did not mean he couldn’t make the man miserable in other ways... “I promise I will not kill the man,” he told his friend.

      With that, Kingston made a silent vow to himself. He would stay in Easton Abbey for a little longer, biding his time, and when the Marquess of Finley arrived, he would ensure that the man realized the error of his ways and his terrible choice in friends.

      With a final nod to Easton, Kingston returned to his seat by the fire, his mind already racing with plans and schemes. There was something about this coming encounter that felt like the final pieces of a puzzle falling into place—and he would make sure it played out on his terms.
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