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      Music filled the library with a cheerful melody of his own creation as Phillip Watson, the Earl of Arundel pressed the ivory keys with the expertise that came from years of practice on the pianoforte. His proficiency on the instrument was proof of what could be accomplished with diligence and trained talent, or so he tried to convince himself each time he sat down to compose another song.

      The pianoforte was one of the many gifts his father, the Duke of Ashby, had presented him throughout his life. As heir to the duchy, he’d never wanted for material possessions. Love, on the other hand, had been in short supply when it came to his father. Over the years, the Duke of Ashby had presented him with books, rare finds of poetry, short stories, and his favorite, Shakespeare, all to demonstrate his status within the family. If material possession could offer love, Phillip would have received it in abundance. Instead, as the eldest, the cold heavy hand of his father’s temper had been his lot. Ashby reserved what little kindness he had for his other children.

      Since the piano had come to him in such an ugly manner, he had vowed to spend his time at the instrument forgetting about the unhappy memories it invoked. That morning, he’d played a song he had written for his mother. The melody juxtaposed the macabre nature of his relationship with his father with the beauty and unyielding love of his mother. As he’d played, the music had filled his mind and soul completely, taking him out of the comfort of his personal rooms in an otherworldly experience as he embodied the melody. The tempo was slow, his soul accepting each note with a focus as he discovered the next chords.

      As he played, the peaceful world around him was unceremoniously disturbed by a harsh knock upon the door. He knew that knock. The brash pounding tended to make Phillip hold his breath in expectation of what his father would demand. Before he could turn to call out and invite his unwanted visitor in, the door was pushed open.

      He didn’t immediately acknowledge his father. As Phillip played the last chords of his piece, he turned to see Ashby waiting, his presence destroying the serenity Phillip had found over the past hour. Following close behind was his mother, her gentle nature never fully balancing out the angst emanating from his father. As he stood, Phillip held his tongue as he realized there were three other people with his parents. Following his mother were Lady Olivia Harrison and her parents, the Duke and Duchess of Norland.

      “Arundel,” Ashby said, his tone gruff. The duke was tall, intimidating, stiff in his posture, never yielding. One never knew if he was in a pleasant mood, which meant Phillip always prepared for the worst outcome of any conversation. “You are acquainted with Lady Olivia?”

      “Yes, Father.” It would do little good for him to remind his father he had known Lady Olivia since childhood.

      The Duke of Ashby and the Duke of Norland had been friends but mostly enemies since their days at Oxford. Each year, Norland and his family visited Wentworth Hall for the summer months.

      Phillip and his identical twin brother, Edward, had spent more time in the outdoors on horses and other pursuits than with Olivia each summer. But he obviously knew her. His duty as Ashby’s heir had required him to dance with Lady Olivia during the season. He’d done as expected, but he certainly didn’t care for her.

      Ashby cleared his throat, commanding the attention of everyone in the room. “Norland and I have decided an alliance between our families could increase our standing in Society far beyond what we already enjoy. This will require a marriage.”

      “Marriage?” Olivia asked, her voice rising in pitch. She turned to her mother, her eyes pleading as she sought a reassurance that did not come. “It cannot be.”

      “The marriage will take place four weeks from today,” Norland stated. “The banns have been posted, and the ceremony will take place at the church here at Wentworth Hall.”

      Clearing his throat once more, Ashby crossed the room and pulled Phillip by his arm, forcing him to stand next to his future bride. When Phillip didn’t extend his hand, the duke lifted it for him and then placed Lady Olivia’s into his. “Take these next weeks to become better acquainted. It will make the wedding night more enjoyable.”

      Speechless, Phillip watched as their parents left the room. He turned to make certain the door to the library was open for purposes of propriety, then released Olivia’s hand. Before he could think of something witty to combat the startling announcement, she dipped her head, curtsied, and escaped from the uncomfortable conversation they must inevitably have at some point. For now, he was relieved to hear the rush of her footsteps and the swish of her skirts as she ran from his library.

      He waited until evidence of Lady Olivia’s retreat no longer echoed back to him before marching down to his father’s den. With the same respect his father had shown, he knocked once and then entered without waiting. In the den, he found his parents speaking in low tones, an argument brewing between them.

      “May I speak?” he asked.

      His father impatiently waved him forward. Shutting the door so the conversation would not be overheard, Phillip gathered his thoughts to find the best possible way to approach the subject so as not to incur the duke’s wrath.

      “I realize I have not taken the last few London seasons seriously in regard to finding a wife. I am but three and twenty, and I hoped to wait a few years before considering marriage.”

      “This has nothing to do with your fruitless London seasons,” Ashby said, sitting behind his desk. “If I had wanted you wed before now, it would have been done.”

      Phillip bristled at the insinuation that his life was to be molded by his father’s whims. Yet, he knew that was exactly what the duke expected. “Is my life not my own?”

      “You are my heir. Until you have achieved your inheritance, you will do as I wish.” Ashby’s blue eyes narrowed causing wrinkles to spread into his hairline.

      Phillip knew there was no reasoning with his father. Not when he invoked his position as duke and head of the family. Turning to his mother, Phillip hoped Ashby would have a bit more compassion when speaking with her. It was possible she could assist, stand up for him so he could choose his own bride. “Mother, can you not speak reason to your husband?”

      “Your father is responsible for the engagement. I have no power or sway in this matter.” She looked down at her hands, refusing to meet his pleading gaze.

      “We realize this sudden news is quite shocking for you and Lady Olivia. This is why we have allowed four weeks for you both to come to terms with the engagement,” his father continued. “If you find that disagreeable, I will send to London for a special license. The Archbishop of Canterbury would not refuse my request.”

      “Devil take it, Father. Four weeks is not enough time to know the woman I am to wed. The mother of my future children.”

      His father stood and walked around the desk. Phillip looked into his eyes, trying to match the angry glare, but he’d never had the same temperament as the old man. Ashby stepped closer than comfort allowed, forcing Phillip to take a small step backward. “You should accept my generosity.” Ashby paused, the threat of his presence causing a lump to form in Phillip’s throat. Ashby was on edge, but Phillip knew if he backed down now, he would regret cowering before the duke every day for the rest of his life.

      He’d never felt so passionately about one of his father’s edicts as he did this one. Marriage was not to be endured with someone to whom he was indifferent. “I want more than an arrangement. I wish for a love match.”

      “You have read too many works of fiction, Arundel. Love is a myth created by men like Shakespeare who have the ability to twist words and manipulate the reader. It is for the uneducated. The poor. People who do not have reputations to protect.”

      “What of happiness?”

      Ashby laughed. He lifted his hands, pointing to objects that meant little to Phillip. “Our wealth and status bring us joy.”

      “I will not marry Lady Olivia. I will object to the banns.”

      “If anyone is to beg off, she will have to be the one to do it.”

      “Why?” For purposes of her reputation, he knew the lady would have to be the one to throw him over. But the tone his father used made him think the statement was more of a threat to him than a desire to preserve Lady Olivia.

      Ashby regarded him for a moment. The only sound in the den was that of a ticking clock, each second blending into the last as his father’s features contorted, fighting over revealing the details of the agreement with Norland. When Phillip didn’t back away, Ashby relented. “Norland and I have a small wager between old friends. It isn’t anything for you to concern yourself over.”

      “You have gambled my life away and wish for me to accept my fate without argument? I have known you to be selfish in your dealings with me in the past, but this is one time I will not conform to your whims. A wager is unacceptable where marriage is concerned.” Incredulous over his father’s lack of care for him, he paced the room, trying to find something to say to stop the madness. This wasn’t the first time his father had made a wager of great consequence. But it was the first time it had changed the course of Phillip’s life. “For what purpose did you and Norland create this wager?”

      “If Lady Olivia pulls out of the engagement, I win Norland’s unentailed lands and a large increase to my coffers.”

      “And if I end the engagement?”

      “You won’t be the one to end it, Arundel. The only way out for you is death.”

      “Death?” Speechless, he stopped pacing and turned to face his father. The duke’s nearly purple complexion made him take a step backward, regret instantly forming in the pit of his stomach, for he knew his father’s temper far better than he knew the man behind it. The shade of his father’s face told him the argument was in vain. Nothing he said would work upon Ashby’s compassion, if ever he’d had any for his heir.

      If he could not stave off the engagement, perhaps a compromise was available. Phillip wanted in that moment only to see his father’s temper go by the wayside. Stave off the inevitable results of an explosion. “I vow not to end the engagement, if only you will agree to give us one year before the wedding.”

      Ashby’s fist hit the edge of the desk. “Four weeks, Arundel.”

      “Father…” It was imperative in moments like this for Phillip to keep an eye on his father’s hands. Each movement, no matter how insignificant, could have damaging results if he wasn’t prepared to dodge to one side in time.

      Phillip took notice of Ashby’s right hand as it slammed against the desk, and shifting his eyes a little, he saw the left fist rising. He was ready to lean backward and miss the impact when he realized his mother was standing next to him.

      His hand came up, expecting to block Ashby’s before his fist connected with Phillip’s face, but he’d hesitated too long. The sting of the blow was painful, but he didn’t regret ensuring his mother was safe. With a long inhale, Phillip turned away, refusing to allow Ashby to gloat over the punishment he’d doled out.

      “Do I need to speak louder for you to understand the situation?”

      Defeated, Phillip shook his head. “No, Your Grace.”

      “We are done here.”

      Phillip stepped backward and nodded in understanding. He left the room, rubbing the side of his face, expecting the sting of the rebuke to dissipate as it had always done in the past. He wasn’t surprised to hear his mother arguing with Ashby once more, begging him not to bully their son, but Ashby would do as he pleased, which meant the duchess’s requests would go unheard.

      Ashby hadn’t ever raised a hand to his duchess; therefore, Phillip wasn’t concerned for her welfare. Preferring the outdoors to the stuffiness of Wentworth Hall, he made his way out to the stables. Out of everyone on the estate, his horse, Bassanio, was the only company he wished to keep. Everyone else would want to discuss the matter ad nauseum, and that was the last thing Phillip wanted in that moment.

      As he entered the stables, his eyes connected with his twin brother Edward. Phillip walked past him, intent on keeping to himself. Edward put out a hand, taking hold of Phillip’s arm. When Phillip refused to look at him, Edward took hold of his chin, turning Phillip’s head until he could see the bruise forming. “What has the cantankerous old man done now? Father and Norland spent half the morning in the den. That is after a night of excess and gambling.”

      “I’m expected to marry Lady Olivia in four weeks,” Phillip said, shrugging as though he didn’t care. He wasn’t fooling anyone, especially not Edward.

      “Four weeks?” Edward shouted. He stood, kicked at the dirt, and ran a hand through his hair. “Have they no shame?”

      “Are you in earnest?” Shame was not in their father’s vocabulary.

      Laughing at the absurdity, Edward proclaimed, “You must call it off. Lady Olivia is not a match for you.”

      “I am not to end the engagement by any means that will cause Ashby to lose his wager. My only way out is death.”

      Edward’s head snapped up, his mouth moving as he silently repeated the last word. When he recovered sufficiently, he found his voice. “Ashby is off his chump.”

      “Yet, it was not an idle threat.”

      “What will you do?” Edward’s hands dropped to his sides, showing he had little by way of a solution.

      “I wish to take a ride. Clear my mind and find a way to accept my fate.” Phillip knew as heir there would be many undesirable tasks in his future, he only wished marriage to Lady Olivia wasn’t one of them.

      Pointing to the stable yard where two horses stood saddled and ready, Edward said, “I knew you would need an escape after speaking with the duke. Do you mind if I join you?”

      “I have one stipulation. There is to be no more talk of this blasted engagement. Leastwise, not today.”
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        * * *

      

      The first Sunday as the banns were read, Phillip looked into Olivia’s brown eyes to assess her reaction. He thought he saw defiance. If so, would she dare object? Unfortunately, when the time came, Norland took hold of her hand and squeezed it until she dipped her head in contrition. The silent tug of war was won too quickly, in his opinion, but then, he didn’t know how tightly Norland had squeezed.

      Phillip kept an eye on Lady Olivia through the remainder of the services. She massaged the hand Norland had taken, holding it up against her chest, away from her father. Then, for the briefest of moments, a bit of clarity shone through, and Phillip wondered if fate had brought them together. Perhaps she needed a protector as much as he needed an escape from his father. He was heir to a duchy and a vast fortune, and no one would believe he needed someone to offer support as he withstood the constant barrage of violence.

      Ashby’s temper always found a way to the surface, and somehow Phillip was often in the vicinity of the explosion. There would be one bright side to this marriage. And that was what he would hold to as he accepted his fate. Once the vows were said, he and Lady Olivia could escape their fathers by taking up residence in Arundel Castle.

      Arundel Castle was his by virtue of his title. Located in West Sussex, the home was allotted to him as the heir and part of the entail. Phillip allowed a smile to pull at his lips for the first time since he’d been forced into this arrangement. Ashby rarely visited the southern part of England, which meant Phillip would finally find a bit of freedom.

      As they left services, Phillip accepted the well wishes from his neighbors, the talisman of his eventual escape from Wentworth Hall shining in his mind’s eye like a beacon from a lighthouse.

      When he realized Lady Olivia was nearing her father’s carriage, Phillip crossed the church yard to request a private moment. Perhaps their mutual disdain for the upcoming nuptials and their family circumstances could be the catalysts for finding an accord, if not love. “Lady Olivia?”

      “Yes?” She slowly released her hold on the footman’s hand, who was assisting her into the carriage, as she turned toward him.

      “Might I beg a moment of your time? The day is quite lovely. If you are adventurous in spirit, we could walk back to Wentworth Hall.” He extended his arm, counting the seconds as he waited for an acceptance.

      “I suppose,” she said, “if I must.”

      Reminding himself that she was not of the same mind as he on this marriage, at least not yet, he chose to ignore the slight rudeness in her behavior. If all went as planned, they would have an accord before the day was out. Phillip led her past the carriages to the pathway that led directly to Wentworth Hall.

      “Do you care for reading?”

      “I am not a bluestocking.” The curt reply put a smile on his face. Although he’d never been one for chasing after women who didn’t care for him, he didn’t mind attempting to soften a shrew.

      “I would never have considered you one. But I do love spending the afternoon in the library, especially when it is raining. A good book can generally dispel all that is wrong in the world, at least until the pages come to an end.”

      “I have never read anything that was not assigned by my governess. I prefer other pursuits.”

      “Such as?”

      Instead of continuing their line of conversation, Lady Olivia removed her arm from his hold as she increased the distance between them. “What purpose is there in this conversation?”

      Momentarily taken aback by her abrupt question, he decided it was best not to take offense. At least, not yet. She had yet to understand that they had a month before they would both be free from their fathers. Once he explained this to her, she might find marriage with him a little less detestable. “I would like to think of our union as a blessing for both of us. A way for us to separate from our fathers.”

      He'd finally voiced the words, allowing them to become more than an errant thought or a wish. Instead of receiving a likeminded response, he found Lady Olivia was bent over in laughter. She held her stomach, a deep, throaty sound escaping her lungs.

      “There will not be a union between us, my lord.”

      Bristled by her laughter, he straightened his shoulders putting up a wall around his features so she would not see a reaction. If she thought this a game, he would not confide. “My understanding is that we are stuck in this engagement. Have you information otherwise?”

      “My father is bluffing, Lord Arundel. He is not so reckless as to gamble away his only daughter’s future.”

      Phillip looked down at his hands as he considered her response. “Certainly, you know Norland better than I. What indications might we look for to reassure ourselves that he is softening?”

      Olivia hesitated. She turned away as she bit her lips together. When she didn’t respond, Phillip stepped forward to place a hand upon her arm. The gesture was meant to extend comfort, even as he was fighting a battle of nerves. Instead, it was as though he’d placed a hot fire poker upon her arm. Olivia pushed him away with a force he hadn’t expected. Thankfully, he kept his footing as he reared backward.

      “Do not touch me, my lord.”

      “I apologize.” Phillip held his hands up to indicate he would respect her wishes. “But until this arrangement is thwarted by Norland’s love for you, might it be best for us to know something of each other?” This last statement came out a bit more cynical than he’d meant, but he didn’t care, and there was little use in making another apology.

      “I don’t want to know you, my lord.” Her contempt was enhanced by the whipping of her curls as she turned away, the strands hitting like prickly straw upon his cheek as she marched down the otherwise lovely and calm pathway. Her blustery movements disturbed the beauty of the spring morning.

      “Have I offended you in some way?” he called after her, increasing his speed to match hers.

      She turned, forcing him to stop as she barely avoided running into him. “I would prefer to find a match without help. I don’t need my parents to sell me to a man who cannot find his own bride.”

      “I assure you, Lady Olivia, I am quite capable of finding my own bride.” He met her hardened eyes, eyes that would be beautiful if not for the fire blazing in her irises. “I am without a choice in this arrangement.”

      “Then why have you accepted it without a fight? You are a man and hold more sway in Society than me. Can you not convince your father of the imprudent match we would make?”

      “You spoke moments ago of Norland’s love for you. Can you not convince him of the impropriety of this match?” he asked.

      Her stance faltered, and dipping her head, she whispered so quietly he could hardly hear. “This is Ashby’s doing. My father would never have agreed to such a plan if not for your father.”

      Phillip couldn’t argue with that. Although, he knew Norland had likely envisioned piles of gold entering his coffers when the offer had been made. If there was one thing he knew about Norland, it was that his greed matched that of Ashby in every wager. “Norland and Ashby concocted this plan. Do not forget, they both agreed to gambling on our future.”

      “My father is never as disagreeable at home as he is when we visit Wentworth Hall. If not for Ashby…”

      Phillip held up his hands, motioning for her to stop arguing. This wasn’t the conversation he wished to have with his future wife. Fighting over their fathers was ridiculous given he cared little for his own. “Let us agree—both dukes are equally selfish.”

      Lady Olivia lifted her head, her nose pointing to the heavens. “With one stipulation: My father is selfish, but only when he is at Wentworth Hall.”

      “Very well.” It was easier to allot her the small win than continue the useless argument. “My lady, if you will but entertain my thoughts for the briefest of moments.”

      She glared at him, and then nodded her head as they resumed their walk toward Wentworth Hall.

      Phillip took a long inhale of air in anticipation of saying everything he needed to in the next few moments. Lady Olivia was hardly one to lend her ears to a conversation with him for long.

      “I believe a marriage between us could be exactly what we both need to find our way in this world, away from our overbearing parents. Upon our marriage, I will come into possession of Arundel Castle. It is situated in West Sussex, a very fine town and surrounding area.”

      He left out the last bit of what he’d previously thought to add—about the way Norland had squeezed her hand, causing pain, and the confession of the treatment he had received from Ashby. Those sorts of confidences could be shared once they had found an accord. If he shared those thoughts now, with the way she had reacted earlier, it would be akin to casting his pearls to swine.

      “I believe it is acceptable to thank you for your consideration, but I must say no. We are not a match, and I do not think we will ever find love together.”

      Phillip had spent more than enough time thinking about marriage to a woman he didn’t love. This marriage wasn’t the perfect situation, but he had come to accept that the upper class rarely made decisions of marriage based on love. Even if he had found a woman of his choosing during the London Seasons, it would’ve had to have been a woman in his same social class with enviable connections.

      “My father claims love is for the lower class. Although I do not hold to that standard, I do believe it can grow between two people intent on finding happiness together.” Now that he had found a way to free himself from Ashby, he wanted to hold onto that hope for the rest of his life. Of course, he would have to see his father on occasion, but it was possible if they were not in close proximity at all times, his father’s anger might abate.

      Tears formed in her eyes, and a wistful moment passed between them. He knew she was holding something far greater inside. A secret she dared not share with anyone, certainly not him. He waited for her to speak, wishing she would confide in him, so they could break through a barrier of mistrust. But it was not to be.

      He didn’t fancy himself the greatest catch in London Society, but he was aware each season of the attempts made for his fortune and title. To have a young woman so decidedly against him was quite disconcerting. An itch played at the corner of his mind as they started walking toward Wentworth Hall once more.

      Lady Olivia wasn’t his first choice for a wife, but she had garnered a number of suitors the previous season. He knew this but only because of his duty to ask for a specified number of dances. Ashby required him, as heir, to pay attention to the daughters of his closest allies.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Phillip noticed she was chewing on her bottom lip. A nervous habit if ever he had noticed one. He didn’t know where the thought had formed, but now that it was rolling around in his head, he needed an answer. Carefully, he put a voice to the errant thought. “If we do find a way out of this arrangement, is there another man you wish to marry?”

      Her head instantly whipped around, her curls blurring his vision momentarily until her eyes poked through, imaginary daggers flying in his direction. Instead of keeping to their leisurely pace, she pulled her arm away and once again increased her speed. Emboldened by her aversion to a response, he called out to her. “Am I correct? You have set your cap for another man, and this engagement ruins your plans?”

      He couldn’t stop the smile from crossing his face as he said the words. Her indifference wasn’t his fault. Moreover, he could use this information to his advantage. If her heart was set upon another, not even Ashby would force him into a marriage.

      Lady Olivia stopped, turning from her escape. When he approached, she smiled at him, and then without warning, she stomped on his foot and kicked him in the shins. “How dare you laugh at my pain.” Without another word, she ran toward Wentworth Hall while he hopped on one foot, trying to ease the pain before putting pressure on his foot once more.

      When Phillip arrived home, he found his brothers, Edward and Charles, laughing and his sisters with hands over their faces to hide their amusement.

      “You’re getting along splendidly,” Edward chimed.

      “Amusing,” Phillip said, glaring as he passed by them. He’d give up the position as heir to get out of the engagement. He’d give it up for many other reasons as well, but alas, it was not his choice. The position was his birthright.

      Phillip stepped into the hall in time to hear Olivia’s whine echoing around him as she complained to her parents. According to her, he lacked manners. Well, no one was perfect, certainly not him, but he did fancy himself a gentleman.

      As Phillip met his father’s gaze, he was surprised to see Ashby looked more amused and indulgent than angry. He raised his eyebrows as he passed by, hoping his father would rethink the entire situation, given he would have Lady Olivia’s shrill voice ruining his daily routine if this wedding did go forward. But even as Phillip wished his father would reconsider, he knew Ashby was fully aware that the lady would not be at Wentworth Hall long enough for him to be annoyed. Ashby was likely looking forward to the day he would hand over Arundel Castle to his son. In truth, he had likely already sent to Arundel Castle to have it aired out and the carriage with the emblem of his title emblazoned on the side sent out to Derbyshire so it could convey them to Sussex by the end of the month.

      Phillip took the stairs two at a time, knowing he had only a short time that afternoon before Wentworth Hall would be filled with guests. He pulled the bell cord to summon Edward’s valet, as his was out of town on a personal matter. While Phillip waited, he brooded over the engagement contract. The details of the wager and his upcoming nuptials had occupied his thoughts far more than anything else over the past week, and this day would continue on in much the same manner.

      “My lord?” Mr. Thomas asked as he entered.

      Phillip turned in surprise as his own valet stood before him. “I didn’t realize you were back. When did you arrive?”

      Thomas crossed the room and pulled two options of frock coats from the wardrobe. “An hour ago, my lord.”

      “How does your mother fare?” Phillip hadn’t expected Thomas would return so soon, as his mother was ill.

      “She passed away, my lord.”

      Phillip reached forward and grasped Thomas’s arm. “Why didn’t you tell me she was so ill? You should be in full mourning. Thomas, I must insist you take time to mourn. Edward’s valet can help me.”

      “No, my lord. My mother’s greatest wish was for me to have a respected position. I will not be derelict in my duties.” Thomas held up the frock coats once more, indicating they should continue as master and servant. “Please, my lord, I would prefer my mother’s passing be kept silent.”

      “If you change your mind, you have my permission to take leave. I’m sorry for your loss.” Confused, he allowed Thomas to continue to help him. Death hadn’t touched Phillip’s life, not in the way it had his valet’s. Phillip had lost grandparents, but he’d never been close to any of them. Yet, he couldn’t imagine life going on in a normal manner if his mother were lost to him.

      “Thank you, my lord. I wouldn’t want to cause distress to you and your family. Please forget about my worries. You have much of your own to handle.”

      “Then you have heard?”

      “I am afraid so, my lord. She is a fine lady with an enviable dowry.”

      Phillip chuckled a little. “I had not ever considered a woman’s dowry as a reason for marriage. She leaves me wanting by way of her personality. Very little kindness shines through the mask behind which she hides.”

      “Those in your situation do not need to think of such things. You are already blessed with wealth. Other men who are less fortunate in their investments have likely sought her hand, no matter how disagreeable they find her personality.” Thomas’s voice shook as he spoke, his movements stilted as a stiffness overcame his interactions. “Which frock coat would you like to wear to the party?”

      “The brown.” Phillip’s eyes drifted to the window as he slid his arms into the coat. The beauty of spring was just beyond his reach, and he decided the deuced garden party would survive without him. He only needed to make an appearance. “I think I will escape early and go for a ride.”

      “Where do you plan to ride, my lord?”

      “The meadow. Do you think the pockets are big enough to hide a book?” Phillip loved reading in the meadow. The stream and the spring budding trees made reading Shakespeare’s sonnets take on a life of their own.

      “I will tuck a book in your satchel. You shall find it next to Bassanio, after you appease His Grace with your appearance.”

      “I don’t know how I survived without you these past weeks, Thomas. I’m most pleased you’ve returned.” Phillip walked to his side table and grabbed the book of sonnets he’d pored over the previous week. He passed it to Thomas and then rushed from the room. The sooner he arrived at the party, the sooner he could escape.
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        * * *

      

      The garden party turned out to be exactly what he expected—a boring affair. A group of women gossiping was not an ideal way to spend an afternoon. He watched as Edward made rounds of the room. The women were talkative, and he could tell they knew how to stroke his brother’s ego. Edward had always been the favorite among the ton.

      Phillip’s wit was more literary than Edward’s, who was an absolute flirt when he had a group of women around. Charles, their younger brother, was more like Edward when it came to women. He danced and chatted during the London seasons, and there were more than a few broken hearts when the Watson boys left town each year without making a match.

      Phillip sat next to Lady Olivia. His mother had requested he give his attention to his intended, which meant he could not escape as easily as he’d planned. He offered to get her punch multiple times and her wrap when a light spring breeze went through the veranda causing her to shiver. He played the role of adoring fiancé, while she played the role of an indifferent and angry forced bride. She made certain to inform anyone who would listen she had been forced into the arrangement.

      Olivia gained the sympathies of the young women around her. She also pulled at the heart strings of some of the young men, as she was a beautiful young lady. Phillip knew that if those same men had been forced into an engagement with her, they wouldn’t be so quick to sympathize, especially if she were to treat them as she had him.

      The reality before him unfortunately seemed to be a marriage of indifference. It was very apparent that if this marriage came to fruition, he would be leaving the abuse of his father’s home to a different sort of loneliness. Giving up on the party, as he decided he’d spent more than enough time socializing, he slipped away and made his way to the stables.

      He took the stairs at a quickened pace, expecting to be pulled back to the party by his mother. Escaping the crush of her guests would take a bit of maneuvering. Instead of taking the direct path to the stables, he found his way along a path that would lead to a shrubbery garden. From there, he could wind his way around Wentworth Hall to the stables. He was nearly there when Edward appeared along the path, strolling at a leisurely pace.

      “Where are you off to?” Edward asked.

      “The meadow.” Phillip knew the smirk on his brother’s face well. He had either just finished an assignation, or he was on his way to meet a lady. “What of you?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Phillip sighed. He didn’t condone his brother’s rakish behavior, but there was nothing he could do about it. The only one who could stop his actions was Ashby, and it was unfortunately their father who had put Edward on this path. “One day, you will find yourself at a church altar or the end of a dueling pistol.”

      “I must be caught first.” Edward patted him on the shoulder as he walked past. “Do not be away long. Ashby will expect you to escort Lady Olivia into supper.”

      Shaking his head in disappointment, Phillip quickened his pace. If he were to return in time for supper, he would need to hurry. He rounded the corner of the stables, Bassanio in his view, when Lord Folly caught his attention.

      “You have finally succeeded in an escape,” Folly mused from a perch on the fence.

      “Not nearly as quickly as you.”

      “I only just escaped a marriage-minded miss and her mother from pulling me over the boarder to an anvil priest,” Folly said with a smirk. “If I’d stayed another minute, I might have fallen prey to a swarm of debutantes seeking a title. A fight would have ensued, and then the entire day might have been lost.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of Phillip’s lips. He’d known Folly since Oxford, and he knew Folly had his fair share of beautiful women seeking after him during the Season.

      “Why the escape?” Folly asked.

      “There’s a wonderful meadow waiting for me. I plan to spend my afternoon reading instead of listening to the chatter of women.”

      “Arundel,” Folly said as he jumped off the fence. He looked as though he’d burst if he kept silent. “I need to speak with you about Lady Olivia.” Phillip watched as Folly gathered his thoughts. Folly ran a hand through his hair, rocking from one foot to the other numerous times before settling against the fence. “I am in love with Olivia. We planned to marry before Michaelmas.”

      “Are you in earnest?” Phillip asked the first question that popped into his mind. Without allowing Folly to respond, he added, “Have you spoken with Norland?”

      “Yes. I asked permission, and I was promptly turned away.”

      “Why would Norland refuse you?”

      Folly hesitated and looked around as though he didn’t want to be overheard. “I trust you will keep silent on this next matter.” When Phillip nodded in agreement, he continued. “My father is bankrupt. Norland doesn’t view a marriage with me as a good connection.”

      “Bankrupt?” Folly’s father in a compromised financial situation was more of a shock than finding out that Lady Olivia had a perfectly good man offering marriage. There hadn’t been any gossip or whispers among the ton, therefore the situation had to be recent. Phillip had long ago learned to school his facial expressions. Instead of reacting with shock, he nodded in understanding. “I would release Lady Olivia from the engagement this very moment, if my father would allow.”

      “Olivia said the same. This agreement they have…what is it?” Folly asked in frustration.

      Providing the information to Folly would be a betrayal of his father’s trust. He also feared the information would spread through Society faster than a woman’s ruined reputation. He didn’t like telling a falsehood, but it was the best way to sidestep the question. “I don’t know the details.”

      Folly’s face fell. “I am in love with Olivia.” His voice shook as he made his plea. “Please, what can I do to make this engagement go away?”

      “My father has made it clear: the only way I can get out of it is through my death.”

      Folly’s eyes fell to the ground. “Death…a bit extreme, do you not think?”

      Phillip smiled as he placed a hand on Folly’s shoulder. “Either that, or Lady Olivia would have to throw me over.”

      “Norland has threatened Olivia. She cannot be the one to end the engagement.”

      Phillip nodded. He’d assumed as much. To have it confirmed didn’t make him happy. It only added to the frustration of the situation. “Then we are at an impasse. Olivia and I will marry in a month’s time. Instead of fighting it, we will consign ourselves to the fate we’ve been dealt. And you should find a bride with a substantial dowry.” He hated himself for speaking the words. It was almost as if he’d said it more for his own benefit than Folly’s. The statement caused an uncomfortable silence to blanket the air around them suffocating all thought from his mind. “I believe my horse is saddled and waiting for me.”

      Before he mounted Bassanio, he turned and watched as Folly went back to the party. Folly’s hand was stuck in his hair, pulling at each strand as though he were holding his head in place like a puppet-player. Disgusted with himself, Phillip rode off into the countryside with the goal to return once the party was over.

      He led Bassanio to a large shade tree and dismounted. The tree sat along a shallow stream, so he tied the reins to a branch with enough tether for the horse to drink. As he relaxed against the trunk, he pondered again over the mess Ashby had caused for him. Anger. Resignation. None of his responses seemed adequate.

      With Folly’s confession, the one bright spot in the entire arrangement, that of having his own home, was no longer a comfort. Knowing the name of the man Olivia loved would not allow him the privilege of falling in love with his soon to be wife. He would forever know that her heart belonged to another.

      Agitated with his thoughts, Phillip picked up a rock from the ground. He ran his thumb over both sides. Turning it in his fingers, he determined it was perfect for skipping across the water. The utter frustration of his engagement was forgotten for a short time as he focused on throwing one stone after another across the stream. After he tired of skipping rocks, he again sat with his back against a tree trunk, this time with the book of sonnets. Phillip easily read through the first twelve sonnets, and then looked up from Sonnet 13 to ponder the words when a slight movement to the right caught his eye.

      He looked over to see who it was, but upon first glance, there was no one around. Standing to make certain he didn’t miss the person he thought he had seen, he looked toward the trees to the right, but again the meadow was clear and whoever had been in the tree line was no longer there.

      The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, goose pimples popping up on his arms, as a chilly breeze rattled the leaves above. Untying the reins, Phillip patted his horse on the neck. Although it was far earlier than he wished, the eerie feeling that someone was watching his every move made him believe an evening with Ashby and Lady Olivia was far preferable. “Bassanio, we should return to Wentworth Hall.”

      He smiled at his horse, more for his own comfort than the that of the animal, when a gunshot shattered the silence, echoing off the trees surrounding the meadow. Phillip pressed his body against the tree trunk, hoping it wasn’t on the side from which the shot had originated. Within seconds, the serenity he’d discovered in the beauty of the meadow had shattered, his heart pounding as though it would break free from his chest.

      It could be a hunter, he rationalized. I overreacted, he told himself even as he stayed hidden against the tree. In truth, he knew his little hiding place was nothing in comparison to a cave or the cover of the woods. He waited for a few moments, convincing himself that he was acting irrationally before he rushed to mount and ride back to Wentworth Hall. Kicking his horse into a canter, Phillip repeated the same words in his mind as he rode to the tree line. There is no danger. He crossed the meadow, breaking into the cover of the tree line, expecting safety, when he heard the unmistakable sound of another horse behind him as branches snapped under the weight of the hooves.

      “Is someone there?” he called out as he brought Bassanio to a stop. Whoever was in the woods with him was playing a trick, and a nasty one at that. One of the reasons he loved the meadow was due to the private enclosure the beech trees afforded the area. As he searched for the other rider, he now cursed the exposure of being a lone man. Even though he was in the safety of the forest, the trees afforded little protection if he was truly at risk of being followed.

      His worries of another rider were confirmed as the other man hadn’t noticed he had stopped. It is a hunter, he repeated to himself. The other occupant of the forest was likely out for a leisurely afternoon and had no inclination of the fear he’d caused. Deciding it was his duty as heir to the estate to investigate, Phillip turned Bassanio to the right. He would find this person and prove his theory. If someone was hunting on Wentworth Hall estate lands, the person would have to be reported.

      Even with this conviction, his imagination ran rampant the forest alight with crunching leaves and snapping tree branches caused chills to run up and down his spine. His nervousness conveyed to the horse, causing Bassanio to startle.

      Phillip leaned forward to pat Bassanio’s neck. “The other rider does not mean us harm.”

      A chill shook his body, making the decision much easier to return home to Wentworth Hall. He kicked his heels into the horse’s sides, expecting to leave the woods with haste. They had traveled less than five tree lengths when he saw a white shirt, no frock coat, out of the corner of his eye. It was the other man on a horse.

      Suddenly, fear was no longer a concern. The other rider was purposefully staying within the concealment of the trees, avoiding recognition. Not only was the behavior inappropriate, but it was also dangerous, given the man had a weapon. Phillip made an irrational decision. Increasing his speed, he decided to surprise the man by blocking his path.

      He was an earl. It might be a courtesy title until he came into his inheritance, but it held sway upon his father’s estate. These woods, the meadow where he’d taken refuge, all of it was owned by Ashby through the entailment, and it would one day be his. Duty outweighed any fear he might have entertained moments before.

      With the quickest of glances to the side, he determined Bassanio was the superior horse. He couldn’t take his horse to a top speed, given the debris on the ground, but he would push Bassanio until they overtook the man.

      From a side glance, Phillip was convinced the other horse looked familiar, but he was too far away to be certain. As another gunshot sounded through the late afternoon sky, Phillip pulled his horse to a stop. Rationally, he knew it was dangerous to surprise a man with a weapon. Although he wanted to set the man down for such careless behavior, with this latest firing of the weapon he decided he’d had enough. It was far too dangerous to pursue this course of action on his own. When he returned to the stables, he would gather a group of men to seek out the poacher.

      He pointed Bassanio back toward Wentworth Hall as another shot tore through the stillness of the forest. Searing pain ripped through his shoulder as the bullet grazed his right arm. His breath hitched, a sharp gasp escaping as he cried out in agony. “Devil take it!” he cursed, fighting every inclination his body had to wilt there and wait for help.

      Passing the reins to the left hand, he glanced down to survey the damage. For the severity of the pain, he was surprised to see only a small bit of blood pooling on his frock coat. Abandoning any lingering desire to find the fool who’d mistaken him as prey, Phillip kicked the sides of his horse. He rode a short distance until Bassanio halted midstride, refusing to take another step.

      Even in the muted light of the forest, there was little protection for him if the rider hadn’t yet realized he was a man and not a beast. Phillip tried to coax the horse to go forward by squeezing his legs against the horse’s body, but the beast refused all commands.

      Dismounting, was difficult as his vision wavered with the pain in his arm. His breath was staggered, but he walked around, checking to see if there was a rock or a thistle stuck in Bassanio’s hooves. There was nothing to explain the hesitation. As he came back to look the horse in his eyes, he rubbed Bassanio’s face with his uninjured hand. “What’s wrong?”

      The horse continued to shake his head and whinnied in a way Phillip had never heard from Bassanio. “Let’s go home, boy,” he said, patting the horse again on his neck. Deciding he was out of danger, as the rider hadn’t made another attempt at shooting his prey, Phillip chose to walk for a short time.

      It took some coaxing, but as soon as they were moving once more, the tension in Bassanio’s body eased. With an opening to the fields ahead, Phillip sighed in relief. It wouldn’t be long before he was home. His arm would be patched up rather quickly, and this nightmare would be but a distant memory. Relief allowed the tension in his shoulders to lessen, until he saw the rider again, this time on his left.

      The greatest struggle of his life sat before him.

      If he had thought those words only an hour before, it would have been due to the upcoming nuptials. Now, it was not only his life at stake, but also the respect of every person at Wentworth Hall. If he returned, injured and in need of help, Ashby would expect the name of the man who had been so bold as to shoot an earl.

      The excuses in his head held little value, at least where his father was concerned. He was frightened. He was injured. Pain pierced his arm, running up through his shoulder and into his neck. Yet he knew returning home was not an option without the culprit in hand.

      In an unwise, split-second decision, Phillip decided to breathe through the pain. He mounted Bassanio once more and then veered off to the left to find his shadow. The decision was idiotic—he knew with every ounce of intelligence left in his addled brain that this course of action would lead to trouble—but Ashby’s disappointment would be far worse than a few scrapes. With renewed energy, he kicked his horse in the side so he could overtake his quarry.

      The horse did exactly as expected. Bassanio increased in speed, taking Phillip farther into the woods than he ever remembered traveling on his own. Although he’d ridden through these woods since he was a boy, the darkening night sky mixed with the pain in his arm brought on a challenge he hadn’t expected. His muddled thoughts didn’t register his location. In that moment, he knew he was lost. If he had to guess the direction of his home, he wouldn’t easily find the way.

      It took a great amount of humility for Phillip to admit, even to himself, that the other rider was no longer in sight. As far as he was aware, the other man had likely returned to his home for the night. Sunlight was almost completely gone when he called out to Bassanio. “Whoa.”

      Bassanio ignored the order and instead increased in speed. Phillip pulled the reins back as he called out again, “Whoa, Bassanio.” But again, the horse didn’t listen. Phillip was ready to slump forward on the horse, his head spinning with the pain in his arm, until he heard the other horse directly to his left. The other rider was playing a game, one in which Phillip did not care to take part.

      He turned expecting to catch a glimpse of his attacker. He only needed to identify the other man, and then he could return home without shame. As his eyes caught hold of the other rider, his focus wasn’t upon a face. Instead, the only object staring back at him was the barrel of a gun. Before he could correct his course, another shot rang out through the woods.

      “Yah!” Phillip kicked the horse in his sides, not knowing if Bassanio had any speed left. Given that he had been in full sight of the other man, it was now inexplicably clear that the other rider was not a hunter of animals, but of men. Although Phillip was riding a Darley Arabian, each horse had a limit, and he’d not yet found the limit for Bassanio. He had a terrible feeling he was about to find out how far and how long this horse could run without rest.

      The sun had set, and the moon was hidden behind a patch of clouds when the horse slowed beneath him. He couldn’t force Bassanio to run any longer. The horse had given his best and would likely be injured if they continued forward. For now, Phillip needed to get out of the woods to a safe place where he could hide before finding his way home.

      Bassanio was not the only one who had lost stamina. Phillip was barley holding himself atop the horse, his body desiring relief from the pain as he hunched forward. He blinked and shook his head, trying to keep his eyes open as sleep inched its way into his thoughts.

      Bassanio continued to slow when Phillip heard another gunshot. This time the shooter was successful. The bullet pierced the middle of his right shoulder. In that moment he knew that he had never truly experienced pain. Fire radiated, throwing him to the side as he tried to stay atop his horse. But holding the reins became impossible as the bullet ripped through his flesh, sending waves of pain into his chest. If he was breathing, he no longer knew. Gasping, he felt a rush of cool air as he fell sideways and then landed on the hardened earth.
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        * * *

      

      Phillip woke. Warm blood seeped out of his wound as chills racked his body. He lay crumpled on the ground with a tree root stabbing him in the back. His mind screamed as though a voice outside of himself, telling him to stand, run, anything but continue to lie upon the ground. But his strength had completely failed, and he was unable to move his limbs.

      Ready to give in to the darkness, which offered the promise of relief, his heart quickened, as tree branches snapped under the weight of his assailant. Although his eyes refused to open, Phillip knew the assailant was nearby. A familiar scent played tricks on his mind, telling him he knew the man.

      Fighting against the pain and exhaustion, Phillip rolled to his stomach, a loud cry escaping. It wouldn’t be long before the assassin found him, but if he could hide under a bush or pull himself up onto his horse…fear pushed him to action. Every nerve, radiating from his bleeding shoulder to the tips of his toes, begged for relief, but he did what he could to crawl out of harm’s way.

      Phillip pulled himself forward with his left arm. He let out an involuntary gasp and then a cry as his right arm scraped against the ground. His legs refused every command he sent them, as though they had a mind of their own and had decided they were done working for the day.

      Before he could escape, the assailant knelt beside him, pressing a hand into his back. Phillip looked up to see who it was, but in the dark and unrelenting pain, he was unable to focus. Without care for the bullet wound, the assailant took both of his arms and dragged him down the hill.

      Moonlight and dark of night, in and out of consciousness, Phillip registered rocks and debris scraping against his body. His mouth was dry, sticky, and miserable. In that moment, he knew he had nothing left. He was weak, bleeding, and all he wanted was death. And then, a small measure of relief went through him as the shock of cold water registered. He floated, the cold water bringing both relief and a new searing pain. The greatest relief came with the knowledge that this was likely the end.

      It would not be long before he finally gave up the ghost.
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