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        For my darling boo boo, Sophie Hand.

        An evil stepmother book just for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A wedding is in her future

        Miss Sophie Payton might be engaged, but she’s not in love. The only man who ever captured her heart was Phillip Grayson—a soldier who was slain a year ago. But when her stepmother decrees that Sophie will marry Phillip’s cousin, the new Duke of Harlowe, Sophie’s in no position to refuse.

      

      

      
        
        A funeral is in his past

        The ton thinks Phillip Grayson died a hero on the battlefields of Europe, but he’s very much alive. While he spent the last year recuperating from his grave injuries in secret at his friend’s estate, his brother was murdered, his cousin took over the title of duke, and the woman he loved—the one he dreamed of every night—apparently moved on without him.

      

      

      
        
        But the duke is back

        Phillip has returned to London intent on reclaiming his brother’s title and making the people who killed him pay. He doesn’t understand how Sophie could have betrayed him; she can’t forgive him for letting her believe he was dead. And yet neither can deny that the attraction between them burns hotter than ever. Nothing is as it seems, but perhaps the truth can save them…if it doesn’t kill them first.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Lords in Disguise series was previously titled The Footmen’s Club series.

      

      The Duke is Back is the sixth book in the Lords in Disguise series. If you’ve read the other books, you know that the timeline hasn’t been linear. After the first three books, I wrote the others in the order I wanted to tell the stories. So…to shed some light on the timeline, I hope the following helps. WARNING: SPOILERS! If you haven’t read the other books yet, you may want to just skip to chapter one.

      
        
        October 1813

        Clayton and Theodora had their love affair (broken leg and all) and Phillip was at Clayton’s house recuperating. Phillip had been with Clayton since summer of 1813.

        This story is told in book 4, Save a Horse, Ride a Viscount.

      

        

      
        Spring of 1814

        This book, book 6, The Duke is Back, takes place in the spring after Clayton and Theodora marry. It’s before the house party where the other heroes pretend to be servants. During this time, the Duke of Worthington was recuperating at home from being shot in France and staying away from Julianna. Bell has yet to meet Marianne, and Kendall hasn’t yet met Frances. The Bidassoa traitor isn’t on Bell’s radar yet. And the rightful Duke of Harlowe is about to return to London for the Season.

      

        

      
        Late Summer of 1814 – Autumn of 1815

        The infamous house party with Kendall, Bell, and Worth pretending to be servants. These stories are told in books 1-3, The Footman is an Earl (Kendall), Duke Looks Like a Groomsman (Worth) and The Marquess Who Loved Me (Bell).

      

        

      
        Spring of 1815

        The three couples from books 1-3 marry and Annabelle (Bell’s sister) and David (Marianne’s brother) get together. This story is told in book 5, Earl Lessons.
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        London, May 1814

      

      

      Phillip Grayson was on his way to a ball, and not just any ball, a ball where all the attendees believed he was dead. He sat inside a luxurious carriage belonging to his friend, Viscount Clayton, as the conveyance pulled to a stop in front of the Cranberrys’ town house. The Season had begun barely a fortnight ago, but this was the first event Phillip had attended. Indeed, it would be the only social event he’d been to in well over three years. He glanced out the window at the groups of finely dressed partygoers making their way toward the Cranberrys’ front door.

      Phillip swallowed hard. That was a lot of people. There would be even more in the ballroom. He hadn’t been in a crowd in nearly a year. And the last one hadn’t been filled with beautifully dressed partygoers laughing and sipping champagne. Far from it. It had been on a battlefield in Spain. And he had lain dying on the packed earth, the screams of his countrymen ringing in his ears, the smell of gunpowder burning his nose while his blood soaked into the soil, and the world around him went black.

      Phillip clenched his jaw. Such thoughts wouldn’t help him tonight. He must focus. He’d spent months preparing for this moment. And he was ready. He was. He needed all his wits about him. There was no telling how everyone would react to the proof that the rightful Duke of Harlowe was very much alive and (seemingly) well.

      “Ready?” Clayton’s wife, Thea, asked, giving him an encouraging smile from the opposite seat. Thea was as kind as she was beautiful, with her dark hair and inquisitive gray eyes.

      Phillip nodded. “I’m thankful to have you two at my side tonight.” While Phillip and Clayton had been friends since childhood, Phillip and Thea had become close while he’d recovered from his injuries over the last year. She’d reintroduced him to his horse, Alabaster, who Clayton had purchased at auction after the Arabian was returned to London from the Continent…from the war.

      “Don’t worry,” Clayton said. “Follow me.”

      A footman opened the door to the coach and the viscount alighted first, turning to help his lady. Phillip soon followed, smoothing a hand down his white shirt front and black waistcoat. It had been an age since he’d been dressed in such fine evening attire. His clothing had been much more casual at Clayton Manor, and before that, as a captain in the army, he’d worn a uniform for years.

      “I never expected to be back here,” he said as he took a deep breath and stared up at the town house as if it were a ghost.

      “The Cranberrys’ house?” Thea asked, her brow slightly furrowed.

      “London,” Phillip clarified. He expelled his breath and gestured to Clayton to lead the way. “Shall we?”

      Clayton started toward the front door while a hundred possible scenarios played through Phillip’s mind. How would everyone react to his arrival? He’d gone over each scenario during the last months to prepare himself, but nerves were still getting the best of him tonight. He must tamp them down. They had no place in his performance this evening. He’d spent the better part of the last year at Clayton’s estate in Devon, hidden away from London and Society, recuperating both physically and mentally from the shots that had knocked him off Alabaster in battle and nearly taken his life. He’d been planning tonight for months. It was time to take his rightful place in Society.

      His wounds had healed quickly, but the worst pain had come a couple of months afterward, when he was strong enough for Clayton to inform him that his older brother, Malcolm, was dead. Not only that, but Clayton’s good friend the Marquess of Bellingham—a spy for the Home Office—had reason to believe that Malcolm had been murdered.

      Until today, the only people who knew Phillip was alive were Clayton, Thea, Bellingham—known as Bell to his friends—and Bell’s superior officer at the Home Office, General Grimaldi. Grimaldi had finally allowed Phillip to quietly inform his mother just this afternoon. The poor woman had believed all this time that both her sons—her only children—were dead.

      Without telling her why, Clayton had asked Phillip’s mother to visit him at his town house earlier today. The look on her face when Phillip had walked through the doors of Clayton’s drawing room had nearly made Phillip weep. She’d collapsed against the settee while Phillip had rushed over to hug her. “I’m sorry, Mother. I couldn’t tell you till now.”

      Thankfully, Mother hadn’t asked many questions and had agreed to keep the news of Phillip’s return a secret until he revealed himself to Society tonight. She had reacted with pure joy this afternoon, hugging him and smoothing his hair as if he were still a boy and not a man nearly thirty years of age. The memory made Phillip smile.

      There was only one other person whose reaction he cared about as much. And she was most likely standing in the Cranberrys’ ballroom right now. The thought sent both a frisson of awareness and a tingle of apprehension through him.

      Phillip took another deep breath. Why, again, had Grimaldi and Bell thought this was the way to do it? Oh, yes. The element of surprise. They had several operatives stationed about the ballroom tonight, watching for reactions from certain guests. Guests who might have had reason to want Malcolm dead.

      Phillip, Clayton, and Thea made their way up the steps to the town house as carriages continued to drop off more guests behind them. Thankfully, no one appeared to have noticed Phillip yet. He was wearing a hat and coat and was shrouded in shadows. But it would only be a matter of moments before he entered the house, then the ballroom. He would doff his outerwear and the butler would call out his name. And then…

      All hell would likely break loose.

      Phillip swallowed and kept his gaze trained on Clayton’s back. There was no better man than his friend. Clayton and Thea would ensure that Phillip made it through this night in one piece.

      At the front door, an underbutler allowed them in, barely giving Phillip a second glance. He breathed a sigh of relief. After doffing their cloaks, gloves, and hats, the three of them continued up the grand staircase to the ballroom. They paused in front of the carved double doors to the enormous room.

      “Ready?” Clayton said this time, giving Phillip an encouraging grin.

      Phillip lifted his chin and straightened his shoulders. “As I expect to be.”

      Thea gave him a quick smile and a reassuring squeeze on his elbow. “You’ll be magnificent,” she said. “And we’ll be with you every step.”

      Clayton pushed open the double doors. The butler stood just inside the entrance. As Clayton leaned over and whispered in the butler’s ear, Phillip kept his gaze trained directly in front of him at the blur of light and sound that made up the crowded ballroom. It was loud and bright and filled with people. His throat began to close. But he did what Forrester—the man who had helped him recover—had told him to do. He concentrated on one moment, one breath at a time. Breathe in. Breathe out. Three. Two. One.

      “Lord and Lady Clayton, and…the Duke of Harlowe,” the butler intoned. The man’s voice was clear and strong, but there had definitely been both a pause and an emphasis on his title. Phillip’s jaw clenched. Breathe in. Breathe out.

      A pin hitting the polished parquet floor would have made a racket. The chattering ceased. The music stopped. All eyes in the ballroom turned to stare at the three of them.

      Lady Cranberry, in dark-red skirts that aptly matched her name, came rushing toward them from her spot in the receiving line.

      “Higgins, you must be mistaken,” she said, addressing her remarks to the butler. “This cannot be—” She turned to look at their trio and her face immediately turned ashen white. “Y…Your Grace,” she breathed, putting a ring-laden hand to her throat.

      Phillip smiled at the woman and tipped his head toward her. He hadn’t seen her in quite some time, but she looked nearly the same as she had the last time he’d been at a London ball. “Lady Cranberry,” he intoned.

      A strange noise that sounded like a cross between a hysterical laugh and a deep sob issued from the lady’s mouth before she managed to say, “I’d no idea you’d…” She cleared her throat and shook her head slightly. “Welcome, Your Grace. Welcome. Welcome.” She dipped into a deep curtsy.

      The poor, flustered woman turned to the occupants of the ballroom and called out as if confirming that she’d verified with her own eyes, “The Duke of Harlowe, Phillip Grayson, is here. Please, do carry on.”

      Everyone spoke at once, and they were all talking about him, staring at him.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      Phillip gave Clayton and Thea a solid nod. He knew his friends were worried about him. But Phillip had expected this. He was prepared. He was done hiding. He would avenge his brother’s murder.

      Their small group had barely taken more than a few steps into the ballroom when a dark-haired young woman in a sapphire evening gown broke away from a cluster in the middle of the ballroom and came toward them. Phillip watched her come. Her walk was familiar. Her curly dark-brown hair and even darker eyes—also familiar—came into focus as she neared. She moved inexorably toward him until she was standing directly in front of him. This was it. The moment he’d both anticipated and feared for nearly a year.

      She searched his face. Tears welled in her eyes, but there was something else. A hint of unmistakable anger flashed there, too. Her lovely features had hardened into a mask of stone. “Phillip?” she breathed. The name sounded like an accusation.

      He felt her voice like a stab to the chest. He hadn’t heard it in…three years. All this time, he’d only had her letters. The letters he’d lost during the war. All save the one that had been next to his heart when he’d been shot off Alabaster’s back and left for dead.

      She was older now, a bit too thin. Sadness was etched in the tiny lines at the corners of her eyes. But it still physically hurt to look at her. She was so beautiful.

      He’d dreamed of this moment many times over the last three years, but it had never been like this. And he regretted it had to be this way now. He regretted it very much.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie took a deep, shaky breath. Phillip, the man she’d loved for so long, the man she’d believed to be dead for nearly the past year, was standing in front of her very much alive.

      She swallowed hard, struggling to keep the tears that burned the backs of her eyes from falling.

      “It’s really you,” she said, close enough to him now to see the small lines in his face, the familiar emerald color of his eyes, the tiny scar just below his lip. And she could smell him, too. The same familiar scent of soap and sandalwood that threatened to send her memory soaring back to an entirely different time and place. A time and place that now seemed like a century ago.

      Just then, a thunderous crash sounded behind them. Sophie jumped and whirled to see a footman with a full silver tray of champagne flutes shattered at his feet. The ungodly racket had stopped time for a moment. When she turned back again to Phillip, his eyes were glossy, and he was staring straight ahead as if completely sightless.

      “Phillip?” She uttered his name again with all the pain and anger that was colliding in her heart. She wanted to reach for him. She wanted to slap him.

      He didn’t even glance at her. Sweat beaded on his brow as he continued to stare at the far end of the ballroom as if in a trance. The pretty young woman beside him—Lady Clayton, was it?—reached out and laid a hand on his arm. “It’s all right, Phillip.”

      Sophie clenched her jaw. All right? Was Lady Clayton somehow trying to comfort Phillip given Sophie’s presence?

      She searched his face again. He still wouldn’t look at her. An icy dread seeped into her middle. So this was how it would be? Phillip was intent upon ignoring her? So be it. He’d left her. He’d allowed her to believe he was dead all these months. And now he was looking right through her, with another woman’s hand on his arm.

      Sophie’s own hand itched to slap him across his handsome face. Anything to garner some reaction from him besides his apathy. But no. She would not stoop to theatrics and common violence. She was better than that. She’d already survived losing him once. She could do it again.

      Summoning all the strength she had, Sophie sucked in her breath, turned immediately on her heels, lifted her chin, and walked away. If Phillip Grayson intended to ignore her, intended to pretend as if they had meant nothing to each other…by God, she would do the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophie marched away. But not back to her stepmother and the others she’d been standing with when the butler had called out the Duke of Harlowe’s name. She had glanced over, expecting to see Hugh, wondering why he would arrive with people named Lord and Lady Clayton.

      Sophie strode straight out of the ballroom, down the corridor and into the ladies’ retiring room, which was thankfully empty. Still shaking, she pressed a hand to her middle, quite certain she might cast up her accounts.

      Nothing could have prepared her for the pure shock that had hit her like a kick to the middle when she’d looked over to see not Hugh, but Phillip standing there. Phillip with his unmistakable height, his shining blond hair, and his bright green eyes. Phillip, the man she’d been in love with for years and had believed to be dead for the past eleven months. When she’d first seen him tonight, Sophie had been torn between wanting to slap him and wanting to hug him until her arms gave out. Neither of which were proper.

      Where in the world had he been all this time? And why, why, hadn’t he sent word that he was alive and well? There had been a part of her—some hopeful, foolish part—that had wanted to believe the moment he saw her, he’d tug her into his arms and declare himself.

      Instead, he’d done nearly the opposite. He’d looked past her as if she wasn’t even there. Hadn’t even responded when she’d said his name. Hadn’t said one word to her, in fact. She’d have thought he was an imposter, but for the fact that she knew with every fiber of her soul that he wasn’t. She knew his face so well. There was no doubt. That had definitely been Phillip Grayson standing there. But apparently, he was no longer the man she’d known for three years.

      Sophie lifted her gaze and stared at herself in the looking glass. At least she hadn’t cried. She had that small bit of comfort. God knew tears had been wavering in her eyes the entire time. She’d no idea how her legs had had the strength to remain upright. Now she felt as if she might melt to the floor, a puddle on the fine rug. She blew out a deep breath. The same thoughts circled in her head once again. What in the world was Phillip doing here? And where had he been all this time? And why in the name of all that was holy had he let her believe he was dead?

      The questions chased each other around and around in Sophie’s mind. Now that she thought on it, she probably should have asked him any of those questions. But it was too late. And given his behavior, she suspected he wouldn’t have answered either. She’d been left to stand in front of him like a fool, waiting for some sort of acknowledgement that never came.

      She should have slapped him. It was the least he deserved after putting her through the last year of hell. But striking him would have been improper. Imprudent. Wrong.

      She paced away from the mirror, biting the tip of her finger. Oh, dear. Think. For the first time since hearing his name come out of Lady Cranberry’s mouth, a rush of awful realizations sped through Sophie’s mind. She may not have slapped Phillip, but how had it looked to the occupants of the ballroom? The moment he walked in the door, she rushed up to him and received the cut direct. Her engagement to Hugh Grayson, Phillip’s first cousin, who had claimed the title, had just been announced in the papers this very morning. The entire ton would be gossiping about whether she would still go through with the wedding now that Phillip, the rightful duke, was apparently back.

      She didn’t care about her engagement, of course. She hadn’t cared about anything since she’d got the news all those awful months ago that Phillip had been killed on the Continent. She’d spent the year quietly grieving for the man she loved without being able to tell a soul, while her stepmother, Valentina, had insisted she find a husband. And not just any husband. “You’ll be a duchess one day, Sophia,” Valentina always said. The woman had had a triumphant smile on her face a fortnight ago when she’d announced that Papa and Hugh had signed the betrothal agreement. Of course, Sophie had not understood they intended to announce the betrothal so soon. They hadn’t even consulted her. Its appearance in this morning’s paper had been a complete surprise. She couldn’t help but quirk her lips in a small smile. It looked as if her dear stepmother would no longer get her wish. She seriously doubted Valentina would want her to marry Hugh now that it was obvious the man would go back to being untitled.

      Come to think of it…where was Hugh? He’d been planning to come tonight, or so he’d said the last time they spoke. Had he known his cousin was coming back from the dead to claim the title that had been his for the last nine months? If he had known, surely he would have told her. Or at least he would have told Valentina. Wouldn’t he?

      Sophie forced herself to take another deep breath. The last thing she wanted to do was go back out there and face the partygoers. Any of them. Not Hugh, if he’d arrived. Not Valentina. Not the ladies of the ton who had just finished offering their best wishes, but who would now stare at her with pity in their eyes. And certainly not Phillip. Least of all Phillip.

      She pushed herself off the wall and straightened her shoulders. Only a coward would remain hiding in this room for the rest of the night. And she was no coward. She had to return to the ballroom or the gossip would be unmanageable. She pinched her cheeks, causing a hint of pink to spring back into them from the ghastly white they had been.

      She turned toward the door of the retiring room just as it swung open, and her stepmother came sweeping in. Valentina’s blood-red gown barely covered her ample breasts. Her black hair was piled high atop her head and held in place by a diamond tiara that Papa could ill afford. Valentina’s silver-green eyes narrowed to slits. “There you are, Sophia. Thank heavens I found you.” Everything Valentina said sounded like either a purr or a hiss.

      Sophie clenched her jaw. “I was just coming back.” She’d never had a pleasant encounter with her stepmother, and she had every reason to believe those sorts of interactions wouldn’t begin now. No doubt the woman wanted to know why she’d approached Phillip Grayson.

      Never one to pass a looking glass without making full use of it, Valentina stared at herself in the cheval and pursed her lips. She ran a tapered fingertip along one black eyebrow and turned her head from side to side, no doubt admiring her own beauty. And there wasn’t any doubt. Valentina was beautiful. At five and twenty, she was only five years older than Sophie herself. Papa, who’d been a widower since Sophie was eight years old—had had his head turned by the woman’s looks five years ago. Her disposition certainly wasn’t anything to covet.

      “The entire ballroom is agog,” Valentina finally said after she’d finished ogling herself. “What in the hell is Phillip Grayson doing here?” she nearly spat.

      Sophie frowned. “I’m certain I do not know,” she answered quietly. There. That much was true. Long ago, she’d taken to telling Valentina as little as possible. The woman usually found a way to use Sophie’s words against her. Which was one of many reasons Sophie and Phillip hadn’t announced their plans to marry before he left for the Continent with the army three years ago.

      Valentina turned to stare at Sophie and crossed her arms over her chest. She arched a dark brow over a catlike eye. “What did you say to him?”

      “Nothing,” Sophie replied. “He ignored me.” There. That was true, and it gave Valentina little to criticize.

      Anger flashed in Valentina’s eyes. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you told him to go straight to hell. The man has just put a serious cramp in our plans for your marriage.”

      Sophie’s brows snapped together. As usual, Valentina was only worried about herself. If Sophie was no longer engaged to a man who would be a duke, Valentina would no longer be connected to the illustrious Harlowe name. But her stepmother’s words caused a lump to form in Sophie’s throat. She hadn’t thought of it till now, but the gossipmongers would think the same thing Valentina had. That Sophie had confronted Phillip because he’d arrived out of nowhere to take away her chance at being a duchess. She leaned back against the nearest wall, wanting to slide down it and disappear into the floorboards.

      “I must speak to Lord Hillsdale,” Valentina continued, crossing her arms over her chest and narrowing her eyes once more.

      “What does Lord Hillsdale have to do with it?” Sophie replied, frowning. Though an actual helpful thought crossed her mind this time…Valentina’s assumption was convenient. If the woman believed Sophie was only angry at Phillip because he’d ruined her betrothal, it would keep Valentina from asking too many questions at least.

      Valentina shrugged. “Hillsdale is the authority on titles and lineage in Parliament. He’ll know what to do.”

      Sophie shook her head, the frown still plastered to her face. “He may be the authority, but I’m not certain there’s much he can do. Phillip Grayson is the rightful Duke of Harlowe…and he’s obviously very much alive.”

      Valentina waved an elegant, white-gloved hand in the air as if dismissing Sophie’s logic. “There must be some recourse.”

      Sophie’s frown deepened. Good heavens. Valentina was making no sense. The shock from knowing her stepdaughter would no longer be a duchess had to be addling her brain. Sophie lifted her dark-blue skirts. “I’m going back out. If I stay away too long, it will only make the gossip worse.”

      “Of course. Of course. Let’s go,” Valentina replied, lifting her skirts to follow Sophie from the room.

      Sophie squared her shoulders and took a deep breath before pulling open the door. Phillip was back. Her best dream and her worst nightmare had just collided into one awful experience she still couldn’t quite believe had actually happened. She took a first forceful step into the corridor. She would march back into the ballroom and just dare anyone to say anything to her face.

      Including Phillip Grayson.
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      Phillip made the rounds through the whisper-filled ballroom, smiling and nodding to the people he used to know—the people who were staring at him now as if he were a specter risen from the grave. Thea had been invaluable earlier, touching his arm and pulling him back from the terror that had enveloped him after hearing the loud crash in the ballroom. Unexpected noises did that to him sometimes, catapulted him back to the battlefield and made him freeze, unable to speak.

      Unfortunately, he’d returned to his senses only in time to see Sophie marching away from him.

      Thea had quickly informed him of what precisely had happened, and Phillip sorely regretted their first meeting upon his return had been marked by the ghosts of his past coming back to haunt him. But wasn’t that why Sophie deserved better? Still, he had to speak to her in private. He had to make it better. He could never make it right.

      After Thea had snapped him back to reality, Phillip had pasted a smile on his face, and pretended as if his temporary lapse and the brief encounter with Sophie had never happened. It was the way of their set, was it not? To keep a stiff upper lip, carry on. He’d been skilled in hiding his emotions since the day he was born.

      “Well, Your Grace. Are you ever going to tell us who that young lady was and why she looked as if she wanted to step on your foot?” Thea asked from beside him as Phillip walked around the room with the couple.

      “Yes, Harlowe. Care to explain what that was about?” Clayton added, arching a brow.

      Phillip rubbed his forehead. He could not avoid giving his friends an explanation. It surprised him that Thea had taken this long to ask, actually. Directly after the incident, both Lord and Lady Clayton had kept smiles plastered on their faces, too. Phillip didn’t have to explain to his friends that the best way to draw the least attention to the matter was to act as if it was nothing. Awkward though it might be.

      Phillip sighed and spoke under his breath so only Clayton and Thea could hear. “That was Miss Sophia Payton, and if she had slapped me, I would have deserved it.”

      “Ah, that was Sophie,” Thea replied knowingly. “I might have guessed.”

      Phillip didn’t hear more of his friends’ replies. A man bumped into him. Too close. The room began to spin. Phillip glanced up to see the glaring chandeliers and then down at the floor to see the scores of shoes and slippers all around him. For the second time that night, sweat beaded on his brow. The room closed in on him.

      Thea touched his sleeve again, pulling him back into the moment. Breathe in. Breathe out. He forced himself to concentrate on each second. Three. Two. One.

      Just as Phillip had gained control again, a middle-aged man dressed entirely in dark brown broke away from the crowd and came striding up to them. The man wiped his forehead with a cream-colored handkerchief and stared at Phillip with an obvious mixture of shock and horror. Phillip pressed his lips together. He supposed he must become accustomed to such stares.

      Clayton bowed to the man. “Good evening, Lord Vining. May I introduce you to the Duke of Harlowe?”

      Vining promptly bowed to Phillip.

      “Your Grace,” Clayton continued. “May I present Viscount Vining?”

      Phillip nodded to Vining. Clayton knew everyone. The man was the consummate politician. Meanwhile, Phillip had no memory of Lord Vining.

      “You’re…you’re Phillip Grayson?” Lord Vining said as he continued to dab at his wet forehead with the handkerchief. It was spoken as a question, but Phillip instinctively realized the man already knew who he was.

      “I am,” Phillip replied, studying the man’s red face.

      “We, er, we thought you were… Well, this is quite awkward, but…” Lord Vining glanced around uneasily.

      “You thought I was dead,” Phillip replied, smiling calmly at the man whose face was so mottled Phillip was beginning to worry about his health.

      “Well, yes,” the man said, tugging the handkerchief tight between both hands.

      Phillip nodded. “Although my enemy failed to eliminate me on the battlefield, I’m quite aware that news didn’t make it home.”

      Clayton attempted to hide his smile.

      Still quite ruddy, Lord Vining continued, “Are you aware that your…I suppose he would be your cousin…has claimed the title?”

      “Yes.” Phillip nodded. “My first cousin, Hugh. I am well aware.”

      Just then, another man materialized at Vining’s side. He put a hand on the viscount’s shoulder and patted it. “Good evening, Your Grace,” he said smoothly, bowing to Phillip. “It’s a pleasure to see you again. I daresay a great, though certainly unexpected, pleasure.” The man was tall and balding, with an obsequious smile. He bowed again. “Lord Hillsdale,” he said by way of introduction.

      Phillip nodded in reply. “A pleasure, Lord Hillsdale.”

      From beside him, Clayton cleared his throat and whispered to Phillip, “Hillsdale is the man in Parliament who handles matters of titles and inheritance.”

      “Ah, so you’re the man responsible for handing over my title to my cousin?” Phillip asked, addressing his remark to Lord Hillsdale with a tight smile.

      “Mistakes happen, Your Grace,” Hillsdale replied smoothly, taking the jibe in stride.

      Phillip eyed the older man carefully. A bit of a paunch. Gray in his beard. Far too friendly. From his conversations with Malcolm over the years, Phillip knew that once one became a duke, one had all sorts of new would-be friends to choose from. Hillsdale struck him as a social climber.

      “We’ll…we’ll need to… We must get this sorted,” Lord Vining injected, still red and dabbing at the underside of his wet chin.

      “All in due time,” Hillsdale said, his unctuous grin widening as he addressed Phillip. “Not to worry. I’ll send a note round next week and you’ll come to Whitehall to discuss it.”

      Clayton stepped forward. “Yes, well, until then, we’ll continue to refer to His Grace here as the Duke of Harlowe. I’ve known Phillip since he was a child, and I can vouch for his identity. He is the rightful duke.”

      “Of course, of course,” Hillsdale replied. “We’ll get to the bottom of the matter.” He waved his hand in the air, as if dismissing the subject.

      “This is quite unusual,” Lord Vining added, tugging at his cravat as if the thing might strangle him. “Quite unusual indeed.”

      “What’s unusual,” Phillip replied, keeping his face perfectly blank, “is that my cousin claimed the title so soon after my brother’s death, before verifying mine.”

      Lord Vining audibly gulped. His beady eyes watered. “It was announced in the papers. You died in the battle of Morales de Toro.”

      “Now, Vining, that’s quite enough,” Lord Hillsdale sternly interjected, frowning openly at the shorter man. “Where are your manners? We must welcome His Grace back to town properly. Care for a drink, Your Grace?”

      Phillip completely ignored Hillsdale’s words. He arched a brow and addressed Lord Vining directly. “As you can see, I did not die at Morales de Toro, my lord,” he replied, the barest hint of a smile on his face, “regardless of what the papers printed.” Hmm. This was more amusing than he’d thought it would be. Of course Phillip still didn’t relish the fact that the entire ballroom was talking about him behind their hands, fans, and handkerchiefs, and he’d have to face Sophie again eventually, but flustering this blowhard was nothing but diverting.
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