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      Harold Preston, the Duke of Malum, stiffened in his chair, the faintest shift betraying his annoyance. The hairs on the back of his neck rose a moment before he heard it: raised voices breaking through the heavy quiet of his office. Though muffled by the thick walls, the sound was unmistakable.

      Exhaling slowly, he released his irritation. He then carefully folded the letter he’d been reading and slid it into the top drawer of his desk, turning the key with a quiet click. Whatever the message contained, it could wait.

      The Domus Emporium rarely entertained skirmishes. Its patrons, though prone to vices of all kinds, understood the rules. Anyone foolish enough to incite trouble risked not only permanent expulsion but also the loss of access to the most exclusive pleasures London had to offer. That threat alone was usually sufficient.

      Usually.

      Malum stood, brushing a speck of lint from his sleeve before shrugging into his jacket. The smooth, practiced motion was a ritual—part of his armor. Though he employed men well-equipped to deal with such disruptions, he knew the value of making an occasional appearance.

      Control was the cornerstone of his power—control of his reputation, his empire, and, most importantly, himself. And when anyone challenged any part of his world, it was Malum’s responsibility to restore it.

      The Domus wasn’t merely a brothel—it was a sanctuary of indulgence, a palace of secrets for the men who publicly condemned it while privately relishing its luxuries. 

      Bloody hypocrites.

      His mouth quirked into the barest shadow of a smile as he strode to the door.

      Handling this personally wasn’t strictly necessary, but it sent a message—to his employees, to his clients, and to himself.

      Order would be maintained.

      As he made his way down the carpeted stairs, he was able to make out the low murmur of excited voices overlapping in the room below, workers and club members alike come out to gossip about the latest commotion. The noise suddenly rose and then fell to near silence the moment he stepped onto the floor.

      Jaw set, Malum didn’t school his appearance for anyone’s sake. But he knew what they saw—or what they didn’t see, rather.

      As they gawked and backed away, parting around him as though he was Moses himself, they wouldn’t see even a hint of vulnerability. They would not see any indication of compromise or uncertainty. No charm. No nod to propriety.

      They would see a man who’d been raised to be a duke, true, but not one of their own. No, he was a duke who’d done the unthinkable—a duke who’d turned his back on Society.

      Malum knew it offended their fragile sensibilities, but he didn’t care. Although unintentional, the result was rather effective.

      Sensing a shift rippling through the crowd, the two combatants who’d dared to challenge one of Malum’s dealers were already backing down. Their wariness was clear, but so was their arrogance. Both men—an earl and some other gentleman of lesser distinction—wore smug expressions, as if their birthright alone guaranteed them immunity.

      But this wasn’t White’s. Here, a title meant very little.

      “My lord,” Malum said, his voice cold enough to frost the air as he addressed the Earl of Northwoods. “Good sir,” he added, shifting his gaze to the other man, whose name he neither knew nor cared to learn.

      Without warning, Malum’s fists shot out, and both men flinched, their reflexes swift, almost admirable. But Malum had no intention of lowering himself to their level. Petty skirmishes weren’t his style.

      As they ducked, he seized their cravats with practiced ease, a subtle tug turning the fine silk into makeshift leashes. They froze, their movements arrested by the quiet authority that emanated from him. Now, they were his to control—like unruly mongrels caught in the act.

      “Forget the rules, have you?” It wasn’t necessary to raise his voice. With the room quiet as a church, he could have whispered and still been heard.

      “Your man is cheating,” hissed Northwoods after an extended pause. “Dealing from the bottom of the deck.” The challenge was a little surprising, earning some raised eyebrows from those gathered around.  The earl’s features were unremarkable, his opinions carefully measured, and his presence so understated it was easy to forget him entirely. If ever a reputation could be built on passivity, Northwoods had mastered it, tending toward neutrality in all things, as though to avoid the burden of standing out.

      The accusation, Malum knew, was laughable, as the employees at the Domus were treated too well, paid more than twice what they’d make at any other establishment. They knew that to try anything stupid like that would be idiotic and not worth the potential cost.

      No, the only question now was how best to use this situation to his advantage—later.

      “He’s hiding the aces,” the other man chimed in, emboldened by Northwoods’ complaint. Emboldened also, it seemed, by the spirits he’d consumed.

      “Who is this rodent?” Malum asked his head of security. Standing over seven feet tall, and with shoulders as wide as a horse, Boris managed to intimidate guests without so much as speaking. He would have thrown these two out if their boss hadn’t appeared.

      “Baron Dankworth, Your Grace,” his employee answered.

      Malum twisted the fabric in his hands, tightening the noose on both of them.

      False accusations, harassment of the Domus’s staff, undue disturbance of one’s fellow patrons. The rules at this establishment were well known, as were the consequences for disregarding them.

      There was too much at stake here. Because the Domus was more than it seemed, its purpose extending beyond indulgence.

      Normally, Malum would have instructed Boris to toss both men onto the street by now, revoked their memberships, and ensured they were blackballed by his associates. But Northwoods…  whose eyes were, in fact, a little unfocussed, might come in handy.

      “This way, gentlemen.” Malum abruptly released his grip, turning on his heel and striding toward the back of the room. He didn’t glance over his shoulder—he knew they would follow.

      “Should I throw ’em in the tank?” Boris asked from half a step behind. The tank—a holding cell of sorts—was reserved for those who violated rules that protected the women upstairs.

      Malum gave a single, deliberate nod, but then added, “I want a profile on both of them,” he ordered.

      Boris grunted in acknowledgment, and Malum’s instincts hummed. The Earl of Northwoods, Malum suspected, had ties to the one man who had eluded his grasp—the Duke of Crossings.

      Crossings—a vile creature who lured desperate aristocrats into the opium-for-tea trade—had woven a web of corruption, the kind that resulted in despair.

      Could Malum have had him killed? Of course. But that would have been far too easy.

      No, Malum intended to see Crossings rot in Newgate for the rest of his days—crown connections be damned.

      Which meant he needed evidence, irrefutable, rock-solid evidence. And if Malum was right—and he usually was—Northwoods just might come in handy.

      He’d learned to trust his instincts, which were almost always spot on.

      Much later, sitting alone in his office, Malum rubbed his chin. Working through the night was hardly unusual for him. In his line of business, it was a given. Normally, he would catch a few hours of sleep in the adjacent bedchamber, a space designated for his private use.

      But tonight, the familiar comfort—the satisfaction he usually found at the Domus—eluded him.

      Giving up, Malum rose with a sigh. Perhaps what he needed was the solitude of his Mayfair townhouse.

      Preston Hall had been in his family for three generations, a relic of his father’s era. If it hadn’t been entailed, Malum would have sold it without hesitation. Instead, after establishing the Domus, he’d gutted the townhouse, stripping it of its history. Priceless paintings were sold off, the dated flooring and garish wallcoverings removed. Modern plumbing was installed, and the floorplan was entirely reimagined, erasing every trace of his father’s influence.

      He’d made it his own, a place as deliberate as the Domus but far more personal—a retreat.

      And tonight, for reasons he couldn’t fully name, he needed that escape.

      He was a man who had severed himself from his legacy—or, at least, from the social expectations tied to it. Yet, he couldn’t abandon his tenants or shirk his fiduciary duties.

      These obligations anchored him to a life he no longer fully belonged to, leaving him adrift between two worlds.

      Not that he minded. Detachment had been inevitable, a choice rather than a burden. Better to remain untethered than bound by the rot of Society’s corruption.

      With a few nods of goodnight, he stepped outside, so immune to English weather he hardly took notice of the hovering mist as he climbed into his coach.

      Sleek and well-sprung, it was built to outrun any curricle.

      If the need arose.

      There was no ducal seal—nor any of the gilded decorations the builder had suggested. It had been built for speed and discretion.

      And although, by necessity, two outriders rode on the back step, the men wore uniforms that weren’t uniforms at all, but rather the garb one would expect of a struggling merchant or typical laborer.

      The weapons hidden beneath their coats were anything but typical. Small pistols. Razor-sharp knives. Items that might come in handy in dealing with anyone who dared threaten the Duke of Malum.

      Which was why he could easily dismiss the shadowy figure lurking behind a farmer’s cart parked across the way. Boris would deal with it.

      Really, by now, Malum had too many enemies to count.

      “Morning, Your Grace,” Jordan, his driver, called down as Philbert held the door open for Malum to climb inside.

      Malum responded with a tight smile.

      It didn’t feel like morning. The weariness he’d been ignoring for months clung to him, a relentless weight that made it seem as though he lived his life in one endless, gray night.

      Even after a few hours of restless sleep in his own bed, a bath, and dressing with the efficient assistance of Angus, his fastidious valet, the sensation persisted.

      Morning slipped into afternoon, but not even the mundane distraction of reviewing estate reports from his largest holdings could shake the sensation.

      As he sat in his study, Malum caught the faint sound of a knock at the front door below. He waited, expecting to hear the familiar footsteps of his butler, Mr. Tipton. But there was only silence.

      Frowning, he straightened in his revolving Windsor chair and turned toward the window. Raindrops dotted the glass, the scattered drips quickly building into a steady shower. Typical London weather.

      His gaze drifted across Regent Street, where Rutherford, now the Earl of Standish, had once resided. The windows were empty—odd, given that one of the daughters was usually stationed there, watching. He’d grown accustomed to her undistinguishable presence, oddly enough. In the same way he might notice a particular street vendor or beggar.

      Before he could turn away, the door flew open, and a dark-haired young woman darted out into the rain. His breath hitched—barely perceptible, even to himself—as something flickered in his chest. He couldn’t place it, a tug of awareness, unsettling in its unfamiliarity, as he watched her tiptoe around a few puddles and cross the narrow street, looking hesitant but also determined.

      She had neither an umbrella nor a coat, hat, or gloves. The rain was relentless; she’d be soaked through in minutes.

      The chit was one of Rutherford’s younger sisters, but what the devil was she doing?

      She disappeared from view, and Malum realized she was headed for his front step.

      Curious, he stepped out of his study. When Mr. Tipton appeared in the entryway, Malum waved him off with a sharp flick of his hand.

      The butler hesitated, but with a deferential nod, he stepped back, retreating—though Malum had no doubt the man was lingering just out of sight.

      Unbothered, Malum placed his hand on the doorknob but immediately froze. A jolt of… something shot up his arm. Anticipation, perhaps.

      He blinked, dismissing the sensation as nothing more than the storm—a buildup of energy, the imbalance before lightning struck. Stretching his shoulders with a faint grimace, he turned the knob and opened the door.

      Cool wind swept inside, carrying biting raindrops that spattered across the floor.

      Malum barely noticed.

      Because there, on his stoop, was a large basket, but it wasn’t what held his attention.

      Rutherford’s sister knelt at his feet, shoving soaking curls from her face. Her head tipped back, and his breath caught.

      The prettiest damn eyes he’d ever seen.

      Luminous blue—crystal clear, like sunlight glinting off a quiet stream. For a moment, the world tilted, and an almost incomprehensible thought teased his senses.

      From this moment on, nothing will be the same.

      But that was ridiculous.

      And yet, he couldn’t dismiss it completely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            WATCHING…

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Melanie Rutherford sat by the window, her gaze drifting over the familiar landscape outside. The world beyond seemed so steady—so unchanged—in contrast to the disquiet she couldn’t seem to shed.

      “We won’t be back for several hours.” The sharp tone of her mother’s voice cut through the quiet of the drawing room. “I’ve informed Eloisa that she needn’t bother setting out tea.”

      Melanie didn’t look up, but the faint scent of lavender told her that her mother had stepped inside.

      “Melanie?” The single word was softer this time, almost tentative. A question unspoken but understood.

      Melanie’s fingers curled into the folds of her skirt, her nails pressing into the fabric. Her throat constricted as if the air itself had thickened. Her mother knew better than to expect much of a response. And yet… the hesitation was there. It always was. A pause just long enough for hope to slide in.

      “Fine,” Melanie whispered, the word brittle and barely audible. It scraped her throat, leaving behind a rawness she couldn’t explain.

      Her mother stopped, the rustle of her gown punctuating the moment. “Fine,” she repeated, her tone caught somewhere between frustration and resignation. It wasn’t enough. It never was.

      The silence stretched, taut and unyielding, until the click of the door behind her finally broke it.

      Melanie let out a shaky exhale as she pulled her knees tighter to her chest, her focus drifting back to the scene outside the window. Clouds had gathered overhead, heavy with rain, casting a dull gray over the street. Right on time, two elderly ladies appeared, as they did every morning, taking their daily constitutional. Today, they shared an umbrella, their steps slow and cautious as they shuffled to the far side of the street, likely in an effort to avoid the impatient horses tethered to her mother’s carriage.

      It was a wise decision, really. The horses had been waiting for the better part of half an hour, restless from standing in place. There would be droppings—fresh and steaming—that the rain wouldn’t quite wash away.

      Melanie scrunched up her nose, pressing her forehead against the smooth glass as she watched the ladies waddle out of view.

      This particular window seat was her favorite, far superior to the one in her private chamber. From here, she could watch the street below, the steady rhythm of carriages and the bustling variety of passersby along Regent Street offering her a glimpse into a world full of movement and life.

      The window in her bedchamber, by contrast, offered little of interest. A flower box sat just below the sill, its blooms spilling over the edge, while two weathered trellises flanked the frame, thick with honeysuckle vines that obscured much of the view. Beyond them, the only thing visible was the closed shutters of an upstairs room in the townhouse across the street.

      The door to the drawing room opened again, and this time she glanced over her shoulder.

      Lady Josephine, Melanie’s younger sister, stood with her arms folded across her chest.

      Dressed in a rose-colored gown with delicate lace trimming, Josie was undeniably pretty, her youthful charm shining despite the rebellious tendrils escaping her chignon.

      At barely seven and ten, she radiated pure innocence, far too unguarded for the polished circles of Mayfair. Melanie knew she should say something, offer guidance—but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she stayed silent, watching her sister’s excitement with unease.

      “Melanie, please,” she implored, her voice a little tight. “It’s just a garden party, please, won’t you come with us?”

      Melanie stared into her sister’s blue eyes, which were filled with faint hope and gentle persistence.

      I’m sorry. She didn’t speak the words but winced, hoping it was enough to convey her apology.

      Melanie was all too aware that her decision not to take part in the Season had only made things harder for Josie. With Melanie no longer a prospect for Society’s marriage mart, their mother had turned all her ambitions toward her youngest daughter—even though Josie hadn’t truly been prepared for such a debut.

      Caroline, their older sister, had married the Earl of Helton—a match that should have satisfied their mother’s aspirations. Instead, it had only fueled them, raising her expectations to impossible heights.

      “Please?” Josie begged, but Melanie shook her head.

      Josie made a little pouting sound and then—not so quietly—closed the door, leaving Melanie alone again.

      When Melanie watched her mother’s very modern, very expensive carriage drive off a few minutes later, her chest loosened.

      And she went back to watching.

      Watching people walking their dogs.

      Watching nannies pushing prams.

      Watching romantic couples strolling, oblivious to their surroundings.

      Just… watching.

      A full year had passed since her brother uprooted them all to move to London—more specifically, Mayfair. Following a deadly fire, a tragedy no one could ever have predicted, Reed had inherited their uncle’s title. He hadn’t wanted it. In fact, for all its advantages, it had brought him even more troubles—in the form of whispered accusations and dangerous rumors.

      From the outside, the circumstances did seem fairly suspicious, Melanie could admit that. Everyone who had stood between Reed and the title—their uncle, cousin, older brother, and their father—had all died that night. But the people who spoke ill of him, they didn’t know Reed. They didn’t see how he mourned their family along with the relatively carefree life he could no longer have.

      Besides, questions of her brother’s character aside, Melanie knew for a fact that he was not responsible for what had happened.

      Reed had never expected, nor wanted, to be Standish, but he’d stepped into the role anyway. He hadn’t much choice, really.

      Luckily for them all, he’d met and married Goldie. She’d brought sunshine into his life again, and their match had distracted most of the ton from all those rumors.

      Since then, they’d all gone on with their lives. Caroline had married the Earl of Helton, their mother had thrown herself into Society, and now Josie would likely make a match as well, pretty and sweet and charming as she was.

      But not Melanie. She was… stuck.

      Blinking away the unsettling feelings, Melanie pressed her forehead against the window again.

      If she kept looking out, she needn’t look in.

      This time, she spotted a young woman hurrying down the street, head bowed against the rain, a cumbersome basket clutched tightly in her arms.

      Melanie recognized most of the people who walked along Regent Street, but not this one. Something about her didn’t… fit. The lady wore a long, gunmetal gray cape and had pulled the hood low so as to cover most of her face. Whenever she did look up, her eyes darted around in a way that was shifty, almost anxious. Even from a distance, Melanie couldn’t help but notice the vivid green color of the woman’s eyes.

      And although the colors she wore were muted, the lady herself was not. A few strands of scarlet hair had escaped the hood. She wasn’t traditionally pretty but she was… striking.

      Memorable.

      Melanie shifted to get a better view, careful to stay mostly hidden behind one of the semi-transparent window coverings.

      When the woman stopped in front of Number Seven, Regent Street—the house directly across from Rutherford Place—Melanie sat up a little straighter.

      Preston Hall, home of the notorious Duke of Malum.

      She only knew the house belonged to him because months ago, Caroline had pointed it out, her tone tinged with a mix of reluctant admiration and quiet reproach.

      Melanie had spent countless hours at this window, observing the quiet comings and goings along the street. On occasion, she’d seen the duke himself—always from a distance. Dressed head to toe in black, from his perfectly tailored coat to his tall top hat, he moved with a deliberate air that set him apart. Yet, she had never gotten a proper look at his face, only the impression of a man cloaked in mystery.

      More curious than usual, Melanie watched the woman closely.

      Either she was at the wrong address, or she didn’t know to take her delivery to the servants’ entrance, which would be in the back of the house.

      The woman shifted the basket into her opposite hand, as though to give the other a rest, and tilted her head back, looking up, up, up at the five-story townhouse.

      It stood tall and splendid, its cream façade gleaming brighter—cleaner—than the neighboring townhouses. There were no trellises burdened with unruly vines, no signs of wear or weathering. Instead, the meticulously maintained exterior exuded the quiet opulence of wealth and power.

      The woman paused briefly, then, with renewed purpose, marched past the wrought iron railings and up the steps to the entrance. Despite the rain, she was hesitant before carefully placing the basket on the stoop, as though its contents were easily broken.

      Melanie leaned closer to the window, trying to make out the woman’s expression.

      This was not a regular delivery.

      The woman stood frozen, her gaze locked on the basket as though weighing its significance. The ticking of the mantel clock filled the silence, each second stretching unbearably long. Outside, the rain continued to fall, unrelenting, drenching the motionless figure.

      Then, without warning, the woman knocked on the door. The sound echoed sharply, ricocheting down the empty street. She didn’t linger—not even for a moment.

      Instead, she whirled around and bolted, her hood slipping back as she ran, revealing a cascade of dark, tangled hair that streamed behind her like a banner. Melanie’s breath caught as she watched the woman disappear into the downpour, leaving only the basket behind.

      Melanie frowned and leaned forward.

      What on earth?

      With the woman out of sight, Melanie found herself clutching the cold stone of the windowsill, waiting…

      The basket just sat there, looking vulnerable as raindrops steadily plopped onto the wicker.

      A basket that size might contain something valuable, and if it did, why abandon it like that, where anyone could scoop it up?

      Melanie couldn’t take her eyes off the basket as she listened to the thrumming staccato of the rain, occasionally interrupted by a rumble of thunder.

      When the beats accelerated, matching themselves to the beating of her heart, it felt like an ancient call to action.

      The door remained closed. Where was the duke’s butler?

      Melanie’s fingers fluttered along the lace of her bodice.

      The clouds had really opened up now. The contents of that basket would be drenched in a matter of minutes.

      And the very real possibility that a passerby might nick it bothered her.

      She could cross the narrow street and knock on the door again, louder this time.

      Yes.

      She could do that.

      Even if it meant leaving her window.

      She needn’t speak to anyone, really. She could just point down and then dash right back to the comfort of her own home.

      Because her conscience wasn’t going to allow her to simply sit here doing nothing.

      Just as she unfolded her limbs, which had grown stiff, a clap of thunder made her jump.

      She stared down at her silk slippers, momentarily torn.

      If she took the time to change into her half-boots and don a coat and gloves, she might as well not go at all. Knocking on the duke’s door should only take a few minutes. If she was quiet enough, she could avoid involving her mother’s butler, Mr. Chesterfield.

      Not that she minded him. Mr. Chesterfield seemed to understand Melanie. He was one of the few people in her life who didn’t expect her to make conversation.

      Still, given a choice, she’d avoid seeing anyone at all.

      Less than a minute later, Melanie was ducking through the deluge in a mad dash to save whatever was inside of that basket.

      Knock, wait, point, and then return home, she chanted in her head, matching the words to her steps.

      Her heart raced nonetheless. This sort of thing, interfering in someone else’s business, wasn’t a part of her normal routine.

      Going anywhere at all, really, wasn’t a part of her normal routine.

      Skipping around a few puddles, Melanie was careful not to slip before climbing the three wide steps leading to the stoop. But just as she went to pound the knocker, movement in the basket caught her eye.

      Puppies? Or kittens, maybe?

      Another sound—a mewling little cry.

      Her heart lodged in her throat as she crouched down.

      It couldn’t be.

      Please, she thought, be kittens!

      But it was not kittens, nor was it puppies. When she pulled the flap away, she was staring at the tiniest face she’d ever seen.

      Oh, no. No!

      Dark green eyes, fringed with thick amber lashes, stared up at her, unblinking. Sweet rosebud lips and the most delicate upturned nose made Melanie wonder, just for a moment, if this was some beautifully crafted doll.

      But then the tiny lips parted, releasing a halting, but very sorrowful cry.

      Not a doll.

      Melanie swallowed hard, hesitating until a single drop of rain landed on that perfect little face.

      Falling to her knees, she didn’t care that her gown was going to be soaked.

      “Don’t cry.”  Why did your mother leave you here, all alone? Why would anyone abandon a baby on the Duke of Malum’s doorstep?

      But before the questions completely formed in her mind, she already knew the answer.

      Even Melanie wasn’t that naïve.

      The baby cried out again, the sound tugging at her attention.

      Before she could reach inside the basket, however, she felt the door open—not from any noise, but from the shift in the air, a shadow falling over the front step.

      Lifting her gaze, she found herself staring at two stocking-clad feet—unmistakably a man’s. Her gaze tracked up and she had nowhere to look except for his powerful-looking thighs, on full display in perfectly fitted trousers.

      Her breath hitched, and tilting her head back, she noticed that his waist was slim, his chest mesmerizing, and his shoulders wide.

      Not so wide, however, that they lacked elegance.

      The man was dressed almost entirely in black—from his stockings to his cravat. The pristine white of his shirt stood in stark contrast to his dark trousers, jacket, and waistcoat.

      But it was his face that held her attention—a study in sharp angles, with a square jaw, a Grecian nose, and high cheekbones.

      Not the butler.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded.

      Melanie’s mouth snapped shut—only then did she realize it had been hanging open.

      The Duke of Malum’s silver eyes glinted as he stared down at her, and she couldn’t have been more taken aback if she’d been staring at the devil himself.

      Albeit, a handsome devil.

      And if she was correct, an annoyed one.

      She shook her head. He’d asked her a question, and, kneeling beside the baby that had been forsaken on his front step, she realized she was going to have to answer him.

      “You are…” Her voice was thin, almost unfamiliar to her own ears from saying so little. She cleared her throat, trying again. “You are the duke,” she managed, and then flushed.

      She didn’t normally stare into the eyes of strangers, but with this man, she couldn’t look anywhere else.

      “Obviously.” He smirked.

      The baby chose that moment to remind both of them of its existence.

      And that they were all getting rained on.

      The duke dropped his gaze to the basket and then looked right back up at her.

      “I’ll ask you again.” His voice was low and steely. “What are you doing?”

      Oh. Oh! Melanie swallowed hard, realizing what this must look like.

      “It—it isn’t mine,” she finally managed.
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      “I live…” Pressed, Melanie’s throat thickened. “There.” Melanie pointed to the window in her mother’s townhouse.

      Her hair, drenched now, had plastered itself to her head and neck, dripping rainwater down her back and sending chills down her spine. Her slippers, comfortable and warm just a few minutes earlier, were now cold and squishy. But her slippers weren’t the issue here…

      “There was a woman,” she finally managed. Grasping the handle of the basket, Melanie scrambled to her feet, feeling a surge of protectiveness.

      He simply waited.

      There was a baby in the basket. Its mother had disappeared, and the rain, if anything, was falling even harder.

      Melanie purposefully flicked her stare to somewhere behind him. “Can we…?” Go inside? “Please?” she added.

      For a few seconds, she thought he was going to refuse, but then, with a flare of his nostrils, he stepped back, his feet silent on the marble floor, and held the door wide.

      Melanie managed to avoid direct contact as she brushed past, but was close enough to catch a hint of his scent—smoky, with an elusive touch of something spicy, reminding her of leather.

      What was she doing? All manner of gossip tore through the ton when it came to the Duke of Malum, and even Melanie knew that no decent young woman should ever, under any circumstances, be seen with him—let alone be seen entering his lair.

      This man kept not just one mistress, but an entire bordello of them—according to the newspapers.  Even before he’d established his brothel, members of the ton had cast him out—for reasons people could only speculate about.

      He’d essentially shunned them right back. And he could do that—because he was a duke, and nothing would ever change that.

      Having overheard snippets of conversation between Reed and Caroline, she knew that this rogue had threatened her brother last year. At the same time, however, when the gossip turned dangerous, the Duke of Malum had eventually helped Reed. When everyone else had been calling for the new Earl of Standish to be tried for arson, for murder, this man had stepped in to help.

      Shuttering other memories from those days, she ignored the cold and lifted her chin.

      He closed the door behind her, and the silence, which should have made her feel uncomfortable, instead momentarily enveloped her like a warm, comforting blanket.

      Most people didn’t appreciate silence. In fact, before the fire that had changed her family’s lives forever, Melanie would have felt compelled to fill it.

      Now, she simply absorbed it.

      Even if the duke was just standing there, his arms folded across his chest, obviously expecting some sort of explanation.

      Not that she was the person who owed him one.

      Still, that choking feeling held her back.

      This was precisely why she couldn’t participate in the Season—no matter that her mother expected her to and no matter how much Josie or Caroline begged her. The thoughts in her head had to fight to get out. And honestly, all that effort wasn’t worth the trouble.

      Usually.

      “Well?” The duke’s economy of words wasn’t lost on her. He was simply… waiting, standing perfectly still, his mouth set in a flat line. Most people would fidget when they were feeling impatient about something, tap their foot or drum their fingers against something.

      The Duke of Malum was not so uncontrolled. It was fairly intimidating, but also…

      Not.

      Melanie nodded. Swallowed once. Speak, she demanded of herself, just tell him. But the words crowded on her tongue, trapped. But then the weight in the basket shifted, reminding her…

      “I saw—” She pointed back to the door and inhaled a fluttery breath. “A woman... left the basket.” Her heart pounded in her ears. “She knocked. But no one…”

      “You’re one of Rutherford’s sisters.”

      She forced her gaze back to Malum’s silvery eyes. “How did you know?”

      He simply blinked.

      It wasn’t really an answer, but she could only assume he’d seen the comings and goings at her mother’s townhouse. Had he noticed her in the window?

      It was more than a little disquieting to realize that, although she’d imagined herself invisible, she hadn’t been. Of course, if she could see outside, others could see in…

      She nodded, still looking up. The duke was perhaps a full foot taller than her. “You’re the Duke of Malum.”

      As far as introductions went, this wasn’t at all proper. Then again, propriety was only important to Melanie in so much as it might affect Josie’s prospects—and Reed.

      And since this introduction wasn’t really an introduction at all, it didn’t matter.

      “Usually, yes.” There was a faint glimmer in his eyes, like the ghost of a smile. Was he mocking her?

      The weight of the basket shifted again, and when she looked down, she saw that the baby had wiggled out of its blanket and was waving two tiny fists in the air.

      Feeling unusually brave, she stated the obvious. “This must be yours, then,” she said. Why else would that woman leave it on his doorstep?

      Something dark flickered in his eyes this time, and his mouth twisted into more of a sneer than a smile. “Right.”

      He didn’t deny it.

      “Well, then.” Feeling her chest squeeze, Melanie set the basket on the floor and released her grip on the handle. She could leave now. She’d done her part. He was willing to accept his responsibility rather easily, actually. Perhaps he’d been expecting something like this?

      Or perhaps this wasn’t the first time a basket of this sort had been left on his step.

      “Good… erm, luck,” she added.

      He remained in his place between her and the doorway, barring her exit. “What did she look like? This woman?”

      All those rumors must be true if he needed to ask this. Melanie frowned, not making any effort to hide her disapproval.

      Still, this wasn’t any of her business, she reminded herself.

      Even if he had helped Reed last year.

      Furthermore, the sooner she answered his questions, the sooner she could escape.

      “Tall. Red hair.” Melanie decided not to add that she remembered thinking the mysterious woman had been striking. “Green eyes, I think.” Glancing down, she studied the baby more deliberately. Although there wasn’t much of it, its wispy hair was an orange color, and the pale skin looked to be as downy as a lamb’s—nothing like the duke’s comparatively swarthy complexion.

      The infant, in fact, seemed to have gotten most of its physical traits from the mother.

      Melanie’s heart squeezed again, and she wasn’t sure why.

      If she returned home now, she could change into dry clothing. Her mother needn’t know this visit even happened.

      But she didn’t move.

      “What…” She pointed at the basket. “Will you do?”

      She’d heard of unwanted bastard children meeting with horrible fates, and the duke had barely even looked at the baby. Worry sliced through her.

      “I’ll deal with it,” he said, looking off to the side and then back to her. “If there’s nothing else…?”

      He was dismissing her. She’d done her part, after all.

      Before she could even shake her head, he’d stepped to the side and was reaching for the door, allowing a burst of frigid rain to blow into the foyer.

      And with one last glance at the baby, she darted back across the street.

      Less than a minute later, Melanie was safe inside her mother’s townhouse. She’d done exactly what she’d set out to do, so why didn’t she feel more satisfied? Why was she left feeling as though she’d failed?

      Ignoring this bewildering regret, she climbed the stairs to her chamber and rang for Eloisa, the maid who tended to both Josie and herself, to arrange for a hot bath.

      The duke was more than capable of providing care for that baby. He’d no doubt hire the best nursemaid in all of England. Or, more likely, he’d pay some family to raise it.

      Everyone knew he was richer than Croesus.

      He’d made it quite clear that this wasn’t new to him.

      And yet, while soaking in the hot water, Melanie couldn’t help but think she could have done more.

      She didn’t even know if the baby was a girl or a boy—or if it even had a name…
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      “Hush now.” Malum swayed as he patted the screaming infant. He’d had no idea so much sound could come out of such a small little creature.

      He ought to have returned to the club by now. Instead, he was pacing the length of the nursery, anxiously waiting for help to arrive in the form of a capable nursemaid from the agency Mr. Tipton had contacted.

      Following Miss Rutherford’s departure, Malum had had every intention of handing the basket off to his housekeeper. The joke, it seemed, was on him.

      Mere moments after the door had closed behind the Earl of Standish’s sister, Mr. Tipton had tiptoed into the foyer and reminded Malum that Mrs. Appleton had been given the week off to visit her ailing mother.

      It was something Malum had approved without a second thought. He normally spent most of his time at the Domus anyway, so he hadn’t thought there would be an issue. And, contrary to his reputation, he wasn’t a monster.

      How was he to know a child would be abandoned on his doorstep?

      But that wasn’t all. With Mrs. Appleton gone, all but a skeleton of his staff had been allowed a holiday as well.

      Still, Malum hadn’t panicked. How difficult could it be to care for something so small?

      But that had been hours ago, and this little imp, named Ernest, according to the note he’d discovered in the basket, was becoming more and more irate.

      And ominously odiferous.

      “Tipton!” Malum called for his butler, who had notably absented himself when young Ernest began the debut of his vocal cords.

      It was Malum’s valet who appeared instead. “Tipton’s polishing the silver.”  Angus kept his gaze on Malum, purposefully avoiding the babe in his employer’s arms.  “Do you need something, Your Grace?” The elegant valet did not step inside the room.

      Angus had once been employed at Windsor Castle, and provided the best valet services money could buy. Which was why Malum had hired him.

      A slight jab at Society, just as he’d filched the Duchess of Willoughby’s master cook and the Duke of Ravensdale’s gardener.

      The Duke of Malum might be persona non grata among the ton, but when it came to those in service—who often borrowed the snobbery of their employers—money had a remarkable way of lowering standards. In London’s employment market anyway, cash was, in fact, more important than status.

      Malum saw no reason not to exploit both when it was necessary.

      But Angus—a man who prided himself on handling the refined needs of a gentleman—looked as though he’d rather face death than set foot in the nursery.

      And Malum couldn’t really blame him, especially with the suspiciously foul stench surrounding him.

      On him?

      Malum clenched his jaw.

      “Angus, you are going to have to deal with a little shite one way or another,” Malum groused, speaking over Ernest’s pathetic cries. The damp sensation that had crept through Ernest’s blanket was indeed making its way through Malum’s jacket. “Is there not a single maid you can send up…?”

      Angus was shaking his head. “They’re all busy in the kitchen, Your Grace.”

      Of course they were.

      “Has Tipton heard back from the agency?”

      “Not yet, Your Grace.”

      Malum closed his eyes, just barely keeping his frustrations in check, and then exhaled through his nostrils. When he inhaled again, he immediately regretted it.

      If anything was going to be done about this screeching little problem, Malum was going to have to address it himself.

      Right.

      “I’ll need a stack of clean linens, fresh water for the basin, and several washcloths.”

      When the architect and designers had included a nursery in the renovation plans, Malum had allowed it simply because he had no other use for the space. In hindsight, the idiots ought to have had the sense to include modern plumbing.

      Not that he’d ever imagined this particular scenario…

      Although, in his line of business, perhaps he ought to have foreseen something like this.

      “Perhaps it wants to eat,” Angus suggested.

      “It’s a he, Angus,” Malum pointed out. “And currently, I’m more concerned with what’s coming out than what’s going in.”

      God, the smell was rank. Some fresh air would be welcome...

      "Open the window before you go," Malum added, his tone leaving no room for argument.

      Angus's eyes widened in surprise, but he quickly masked his hesitation under the weight of the direct command. "Of course, Your Grace." The valet hurried to the window and, after fumbling with the closure, flung it open with the urgency of a man on a mission, letting a cool breeze sweep into the room. Task completed, he swiftly retreated toward the door as if something far more menacing than Malum's order was hot on his heels. "I’ll tend to the linens right away…"

      And then he disappeared.

      Lucky sod.

      As long as Malum kept moving, the baby limited his cries to little hiccupping breaths, so Malum crossed to the hearth, and then to the window, grateful for the scent of honeysuckle floating in from the massive vines climbing the house across the street, and that the breeze was warm enough for him to leave the window open for more than a few minutes.

      Movement across the way caught Malum’s eye, a reminder of the young woman he’d found kneeling on his doorstep that afternoon.

      He’d have had to be dead not to notice how her rain-soaked gown had clung to her skin, the fabric teasingly molded to what was, in fact, a perfect hourglass figure—flared hips, cinched waist, and pleasantly full bosom.

      And that there had been a single raindrop clinging to her lashes, catching the light before sliding down her cheek.

      Over the past year, he’d been vaguely aware that one of Standish’s sisters spent an inordinate amount of time at her window, a shadowy figure watching the world go by.

      But now, there was a face to the shadow—a heart-shaped one, framed by damp curls and adorned with sparkling blue eyes, a small, upturned nose, and lips as inviting as those hips…

      She’d smiled at the baby—a crooked, fleeting thing that had vanished as quickly as it had come. If Malum were any other man, he supposed he might have found it oddly endearing.

      But then she’d looked up at him. Behind those luminous eyes, he’d seen it all: disgust at the notion that he’d sired a child out of wedlock, doubt in his ability to manage the situation, and, most damning of all, the desire to escape him as quickly as possible.

      Likely, a little fear as well, which explained the difficulty she’d had putting words together. No doubt, once she was around other ladies, she’d gleefully spread the news that the Duke of Malum had sired a little bastard.

      If he was a proper duke, that might pose a problem. Since he was not, he didn’t really care.

      Though he did find it annoying, something he dismissed with a scoff.

      To hell with proper ladies. Malum flicked a glance toward the window across the way, his jaw tightening as he recognized her silhouette. His mind stilled for a fraction of a second, though his hands continued their steady, practiced rhythm, jostling Ernest to keep the baby calm.

      And yet, she was in his thoughts again.

      Her bedchamber was directly across the way.

      Malum knew that there were three Rutherford sisters altogether. The oldest had married the Earl of Helton, but the two others were as of yet unmarried. So they’d be on the marriage mart, flitting from one boring event to another.

      No wonder Standish had yet to return to London for the Season.

      But all thoughts of Standish’s sisters immediately fled, however, when Malum shifted Ernest in his arms. The movement caused even more of that sour and suspicious warmth to creep through Malum’s jacket.

      “Bloody bollocks…” he hissed, abruptly holding the infant away from his body, something little Ernest didn’t appreciate in the least. Hitching whimpers turned to piercing cries, and Malum winced at the multifaceted assault upon his senses.

      “Blast and damn.” Malum wasn’t one to curse, but Ernest was getting the best of him.
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      Sitting at her vanity, Melanie didn’t respond to the knock at her door. It would be either Eloisa returning to finish cleaning up the bath, or Josie or her mother, whom she’d heard return half an hour earlier. Melanie continued pulling a brush through her long, loose hair, struggling to untangle her curls, at the same time she watched the door behind her through the mirror.  When the handle turned, it was Josie who stepped inside.

      “I think there is nothing worse than a garden party in the rain,” her younger sister exclaimed, throwing herself sideways onto Melanie’s bed.

      Melanie smiled in answer, but then tilted her head.

      Throughout her encounter with the Duke of Malum, she’d spoken more words than she had in months. It had been utterly exhausting.

      But she could listen. She would always listen to what Josie had to say.

      Rolling onto her back, the younger girl sighed. “The baroness had tents set up, but the wind blew them down. I felt sorry for her servants; she blamed them, of course—for the weather! The food was ruined, and everything was soaked: the tablecloths, the decorations. Lord Bigly and Miss Blythe were stranded on the lake. I can only assume that he intended to row her to shore, but he just kept turning them in circles. Her mother was beside herself. If it were me, personally, I’d have stripped down to my chemise, jumped out, and made my own way back long before it ever got to that point. Really, how do these ladies grow up without learning to swim?”

      Melanie shook her head, smiling despite poor Miss Blythe’s unfortunate predicament.

      Josie took the next few minutes to regale her older sister with other comical scenarios from today’s garden party, and when she was finished, she let out another gusty sigh.

      “After the tent collapsed, they herded us like sheep into the baroness’s music room, and a few of the guests took turns playing the pianoforte and singing.  It was atrocious! Honestly, I would have preferred to stay home catching up on my correspondence. Somebody has to, you know.” She shifted her pointed stare to Melanie’s writing desk, tucked under a stack of hatboxes and valises, more forgotten, even, than Melanie’s voice. “Mary and Phillipa have given up on hearing from you.” She rolled over. “They think you’ve stopped writing because Reed is Standish now, that you are too good for them. Of course, I tried explaining, but… I’ve stopped making excuses. I just… I just wish…”

      Melanie looked away, wishing she understood as well.

      They’d all suffered the same heartbreak; why was Melanie the only one who seemed… trapped by it?

      A year had passed since the fire. Before that night, it had been unfathomable to even imagine the tragic combination of events under which Reed would come to possess the title.

      And yet, everyone but Melanie had moved on. It didn’t make sense…

      Melanie had been closer to her father than any of her siblings had been, especially after he, their brother Randall, their cousin Rupert, and Uncle Lucas had started to drift away from the rest of them. She knew she had been favored. She’d actually taken it for granted when she saw that glimmer of pride in her father’s eyes.

      And now he was gone.

      And that day, everything had changed.

      Melanie didn’t know how to put all of this into words Josie would understand, let alone how to convey it without them. She couldn’t even explain it to herself.

      All she could do was shrug helplessly.

      “I know they weren’t your very best friends, but I’d have thought you’d want to keep in touch,” Josie said almost accusingly.

      This wasn’t the first time they’d had this discussion, and no doubt it wouldn’t be the last.

      Once... Before... This wasn’t about her childhood friends, Mary or Phillipa, or anyone else, really…

      Melanie made another shrug, to which Josie responded by sitting up and glancing around.

      “I don’t suppose anything interesting happened here.” She rose from the bed and smoothed her skirts, and then grimaced. “Not that you’d actually tell me.”

      Her sister’s unconcealed disappointment cracked something in the vicinity of Melanie’s heart. When her family had first noticed the changes in Melanie following the fire, they’d been concerned—sympathetic. After a few months, they’d pushed her to “get better.” And now, they only grudgingly accepted it.

      “Josie,” Melanie began. But then, when she realized that whatever she’d been going to say to reassure her younger sister seemed too big to express, she twisted her mouth into an apologetic smile.

      Josie waited, and then blew out a disappointed breath. “I’ll see you at dinner,” she said. “But after that, Mother and I are attending the Turnbridge Ball.”

      Melanie pointed to her wrist with questioning eyes, and Josie knew what she was asking. “Two gentlemen have claimed sets with me. One of them is an earl!” Josie recovered her good spirits enough to toggle her eyebrows. “Lord Northwoods. The other is Mr. Huntington.”

      “That’s good…” Melanie said, hating the heaviness she felt when she spoke. Otherwise, she’d ask her sister so many questions. She remembered being introduced to Mr. Huntington, a young and eager sort of gentleman, but knew little about this Northwoods fellow.

      Was he handsome? Was he charming? Which of them did Josie prefer?

      “I’ll see you downstairs, then…” Josie smiled weakly before quietly slipping out of the room, leaving Melanie alone in the fading light of her bedchamber.

      

      An hour later, the three of them—Melanie, Josie, and their mother—sat at one end of the grand table. Their mother had ordered elaborate furnishings for the entire house following Reed’s inheritance, and the formal dining room was now an elegant testament to their new status.  Intricate plaster moldings and heavy velvet drapes framed tall windows, and a gilded chandelier cast a warm, flickering light over the silver place settings. The food was served on delicate china plates, and the table, though capable of seating a dozen, felt almost cavernous with only the three of them gathered at its far end.

      “Lord Northwoods would be quite the catch, Josephine,” their mother declared, her tone bright and buoyant, cutting through the clink of utensils against porcelain.

      “Oh, I know, Mama,” Josie said quickly, eagerness creeping into her voice. “It’s really… something, isn’t it?” She straightened in her chair, her cheeks pinking as she glanced toward her mother, clearly hoping for approval.

      Their mother placed her fork down with a satisfied clink. “Something? It’s everything, my dear. A connection like this would all but ensure our family’s position in Society. My own son, of course, but then two daughters, married to earls. Can you imagine?”

      Melanie watched her mother warily. She would have thought having a son who was an earl—and one daughter already married to the Earl of Helton—would have been enough to satisfy her mother’s ambitions. But it wasn’t. It never was.

      Josie, meanwhile, leaned into their mother’s enthusiasm, her smile widening as she gave a small, nervous laugh. “I can hardly believe it.”

      “Fill my glass, will you, Kenny?” her mother added briskly, waving a hand toward the footman, though her attention never left Josie.

      “Yes, my lady,” Kenny replied, stepping forward to comply.

      Their father, as the second son of an earl, could have gone through life as a lord—Lord Roland, to be precise. But he’d never claimed that status, choosing to work alongside those who worked his land as Mr. Rutherford.

      And their mother had been perfectly content to be called Mrs. Rutherford, Mistress of Breaker’s Cottage—until the weeks following her husband’s death. “There will be less confusion if I’m addressed as Lady Roland,” she’d insisted only after she’d learned that, although Reed was now the Earl of Standish, the circumstances of his inheritance didn’t allow his mother to suddenly become Lady Standish.

      No one had argued.

      And now, Lady Roland took every opportunity to manage her youngest daughter’s prospects, attending the best soirees and making friends with the most informative gossips.

      Or trying to, anyway.

      It seemed as though their mother would fill the emptiness left in the wake of her loss with all the benefits that had come with Reed’s title and status, something no one could blame her for.

      “He is handsome, is he not?” Their mother wasn’t really asking.

      “I suppose, Mother,” Josie said. “He isn’t bad-looking. You don’t think he’s too old?”

      “Not really, darling, five and thirty, perhaps?”

      “Or forty. He has a bald spot on the back of his head.”

      “His hair is a little thin, perhaps. The lady he chooses to be his countess, however, shouldn’t be bothered by that. He seems a decent enough fellow, and pickings are slim this year.”

      “Mr. Huntington has a very thick head of hair,” Josie said quietly, her head down. Melanie noticed a pink flush on her neck.

      “He’s the third son of a baron, Josephine,” their mother pointed out.

      Melanie scooped up a spoonful of pudding, listening to all the things Josie wasn’t saying.

      It seemed obvious to Melanie that although Josie would have the approval of their mother, she much preferred the younger Mr. Huntington.

      Their older sister Caroline had been fortunate to fall madly in love with a good man—one who was both titled and wealthy. But such a marriage was the exception, not the rule. Melanie wanted nothing less than that for Josie, who was too kind-hearted and naïve for anything less.

      And poor, naïve Josie would likely do anything for their mother’s approval, a fact that troubled Melanie deeply. Their mother seemed blind to what Josie actually wanted—or needed—and Melanie feared her sister might sacrifice too much to please her. If Josie couldn’t make a love match, now that Reed was an earl, she’d do just as well to remain unmarried.

      Melanie flicked a glance to the nearby empty chairs and forced herself to interject. “Write Reed,” she said, startling both of them. “Ask him.”

      Reed really should be, if not here at Rutherford Place, in London, at the very least. As their only remaining brother, it was his duty to prevent disreputable rogues from taking advantage of his sisters. If he were here, their mother wouldn’t gush over every man remotely linked to a title. She might view them, even, with a smidge of healthy suspicion.

      Furthermore, they shouldn’t be having conversations like this for at least another year. Josie was too young.

      And that brought a stab of guilt, because their mother wouldn’t be pressuring Josie at all if Melanie was willing to participate in the marriage mart this spring.

      Only… she couldn’t.

      “You’ve had enough syllabub for now, Josephine. We need to prepare for this evening’s festivities.” Their mother gestured, and Kenny stepped forward to assist Lady Roland, and then Josie, out of their chairs.

      Later that evening, long after Josephine and their mother had left for the ball—without so much as a word of farewell, which wasn’t surprising—the house fell quiet again.

      Melanie sat in her bedchamber, the stillness pressing down around her. She wasn’t sure what was more unsettling—the absence of her family’s chatter, or the sound that did manage to break the silence.

      She stilled, straining to hear it again. There it was—a distant, plaintive cry, high-pitched and unmistakable. A baby.

      Rising from her chair, Melanie crossed to her window and pulled back the curtain. Her gaze fixed on the residence across the way—the duke’s home, Preston Hall.

      The house, usually dark and quiet at this hour, was alive with flickering lights spilling from an upstairs window that had always been, as far as she’d known, firmly shuttered. She pressed her forehead to the cool glass, peering closer.

      There. A shadow crossed the room.

      And then it moved again.

      Back and forth.

      The shadow of a man.

      The duke, she knew, would be at his club, that notorious place... the Domus Emporium. So who was it? One of the manservants, perhaps?

      But where was the nurse? Was the child being properly cared for? Was the baby safe?

      And then she heard it again—the faint, heartbreaking cry of an infant.  When she cracked the window open, those cries sounded unusually close.

      But as startling as that was, she was even more shocked when she got a glimpse of the face of the man holding that baby.

      For it was, in fact, the duke.

      He wasn’t nearly as composed as he had been earlier, and as a result, looked… almost approachable. As he crossed to the window, long strands of his dark hair, which had been so neatly combed back before, now tumbled forward, framing his chiseled cheekbones. Obviously frustrated, the sharp lines of his face seemed more striking, accentuated by the deep scowl etched across his brow.

      Melanie’s breath hitched as her eyes trailed down.

      The duke had shed his tailored black jacket, and the sight of his rolled-up shirtsleeves caught her off guard.

      There was a rough elegance to him now, something raw beneath the polished exterior she'd seen earlier. He had one elegant hand supporting the baby’s tiny bottom, the other cradling its head with surprising gentleness.

      Even from a distance, clear bewilderment shone from his eyes, and this unexpected juxtaposition released a fluttering sensation low in her belly.

      Although the baby had been left at the duke’s home, Melanie would never, not in a million years, have expected the duke to have anything to do with its actual care.

      And with good reason, because he didn’t seem to be having much success.

      The baby inhaled, going silent for an amount of time that seemed far too long, and then let out the loudest cry so far.

      The look on the duke’s face was nearly as alarming as the sounds coming from the infant in his arms.

      Before she could duck behind the drapes, the duke lifted his gaze, and although their eyes only met for a few seconds, Melanie saw something unexpected.

      Uncertainty.

      Without thinking, she pushed the window wide open, leaned forward, and rested her elbows on the wooden ledge.

      “What can he possibly want?” The duke’s mouth pinched into a tight line as he increased the bound to his jostling.

      Melanie bit her lip. Was he asking rhetorically, or did he expect an answer?

      “Has he eaten?” She knew the most basic needs a baby might have from having helped care for Mary’s youngest brother on a few occasions, but she wasn’t a trained nursemaid. She definitely wasn’t an expert.

      The duke shook his head. “We managed to dribble an ounce of pap into his mouth.” Another frown, this one deeper than the last. “In between screams.”

      “He might have air in his tummy,” Melanie suggested.

      Another shake of the head. “And that matters because…?”

      “Gas,” Melanie said. “He might need to… belch.”

      The duke’s brow furrowed, and he looked askance at her. “So then, why doesn’t he?”

      “He just needs a little help. Pat him on the back,” she instructed. Seeing the duke make a few tentative pats, she leaned a little farther out the window. “Harder, Your Grace. Harder.”

      Those silver eyes flashed back up at her. “Excuse me?”

      Melanie twisted her mouth into an encouraging smile. “Do it a little harder or it won’t work. He won’t break.”

      Still staring into her window, he blinked and then nodded, moving his hand more deliberately. “Like this?”

      “Yes, but not too—” The baby let out an impressive belch before she could finish answering, and even with the street between them, she could see the baby’s body relax.

      The baby fell blessedly quiet, a silence so loud it echoed off the row of townhouses.

      Resting her chin on her fist, Melanie imagined the entire neighborhood breathing a collective sigh of relief. Meanwhile, the duke stood frozen, as though he was afraid that if he moved, the baby would start up crying again.

      But then he glanced back at Melanie, cocking one brow. “Well, I’m impressed. What other clever tricks do you have up your sleeve?”

      Clever…

      Her father had considered her clever. He’d bragged about her, saying she came up with the very best things to say… My clever daughter…

      “Not all that clever,” she said, suddenly having to force the words out again. But she wanted to know…

      “Where is the nursemaid?”

      The duke had turned his back to the window, but just when she’d decided he was going to ignore her, his low voice floated across the night air.

      “That’s an excellent question.” He spun around and paced toward her again.

      Melanie licked her lips. “You have hired one, haven’t you?”

      “Theoretically.” Melanie almost found herself smiling. Because, if she was correct, he seemed to be making a joke.

      “Theoretical nursemaids are the worst. Not helpful at all…” And for the second time that day, she found herself saying more than one or two words at a time. The realization made her throat thicken and, lest he expect any more from her, she stepped back and hastily drew the drapes closed.

      She hadn’t spoken so much in a single day in... well, not for a long time.

      Melanie touched her fingers to her lips, afraid to hope it could mean anything…
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