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        London, Spring 1803 (or a variation thereof)

      

      

       Bradley Jackson, Duke of Clements, glared across his late father’s heavy mahogany desk, his dark gaze fixed upon Mr. Martin, his solicitor, as though the elderly, gray-haired man was more than a mere messenger. “And you are certain of this?” he growled, breathing in to calm the thundering pulse in his neck.

      The frail-looking man seated across from him gave a quick nod. “I’m afraid so, your grace. Your mother’s will is very specific.”

      Bradley breathed in again, silently counted to five, and then exhaled. “Why am I only informed of this now?”

      An irritatingly indulgent look came to Mr. Martin’s face. “I’m afraid your late mother wanted it like this. She made it quite clear that you were only to be informed of the stipulation a year before your thirtieth birthday.”

      Leaning his elbows onto the smooth wooden surface of his father’s desk, Bradley steepled his fingers, still glaring at his solicitor. It was irrational; after all, the man had merely followed orders. It had not been his doing; and yet, he was the only one left to provide answers, the only one at whom Bradley could direct his anger.

      The moment the thought crossed Bradley’s mind, he felt something inside him roar with disapproval. No, he would not be angry. Anger would not serve him. Anger had never served anyone. It was a useless emotion, much like all the others; he would do well to keep a clear head and focus on the facts. “To be clear, Mr. Martin,” Bradley willed himself to say in an even and collected voice, “my mother’s will states that if I do not marry before my thirtieth birthday, I will lose Laurelwood Manor. Is that correct?”

      Mr. Martin gave a quick nod. “Yes, precisely, your grace.”

      Bradley paused for a moment, trying to reach back in his mind and remember the woman who had been his mother. He only recalled bits and pieces, nothing that would explain why she had seen fit to add this stipulation to her will. “Is there anything else I ought to be aware of?”

      “No, your grace,” Mr. Martin replied, his eyes sweeping over the document in his hands. “That is the full extent of it.” He looked up. “Would you like to see for yourself?”

      Bradley shook his head. “That will not be necessary, Mr. Martin.” Although somewhat hesitantly, his breath evened, and Bradley felt his mind think more clearly. “Are you aware of why my mother felt the need to include this stipulation?”

      A warm smile came to the old man’s face. “I’m afraid I am not, your grace. Your mother made this change to her will shortly before she passed. She was quite insistent upon this; however, she never explained her motivation…and I did not think it appropriate to ask.”

      Bradley nodded. He could understand the wisdom of keeping one’s nose out of other people’s affairs, even as their solicitor. “Very well then. I thank you for your counsel, Mr. Martin.”

      The frail old man gave a quick nod, then rose to his feet and took his leave. The moment the door closed behind him, Bradley sat back in his chair, willing his breath in and out at even intervals. He could feel the pulse in his neck still beat faster than he would have liked, betraying his emotional entanglement with this issue.

      Laurelwood Manor.

      The name conjured distant memories of a small manor house built with cobbled stones and overgrown with ivy. He remembered the smell of lilacs and roses, as well as the fresh scent of apples from the orchard nearby. Something tightened in his chest as the echo of a soft voice danced through his head, whispering in his ear in a way that sent a sudden ache through his body.

      Bradley closed his eyes. It had been a long time since he had dared remember his mother. He had not allowed his thoughts to venture back to Laurelwood Manor in a long time. “Why?” he whispered, his quiet voice echoing through the stillness of the study.

      Sighing, Bradley shook his head, knowing that he would never receive an answer. Why his mother had seen fit to include the stipulation of marriage in her will, in order for him to maintain ownership of Laurelwood Manor, was beyond him. Of course, he would marry one day. He was a duke, and it was a duke’s duty to marry and continue his line. Why then had his mother done this?

      One day.

      Indeed, it could no longer be one day. Now, it had to be soon. Within the year…

      …or he would lose Laurelwood Manor.

      In truth, the small estate was an insignificant part of his vast holdings. It contributed very little, and he had not visited it in many, many years. Why then did the thought of losing it bother him? After all, it served no purpose.

      Pushing to his feet, Bradley strode over to the window, hands linking behind his back as he looked out at the vast gardens of Clements Park, his ancestral home. Everything was immaculate, the lawns neatly trimmed and the hedges growing straight like walls without a single branch out of place. Flowers bloomed in specific, designated areas, their colors complementing the light stone façade of the house. Everything was in its place, carefully planned and maintained.

      Everything was as Bradley wanted it.

      Clements Park was different in every way from Laurelwood Manor. Indeed, it appeared the two estates belonged to different worlds. Why then did the thought of losing Laurelwood Manor bother Bradley? Yes, it felt like a heavy weight in his chest, and no matter how often he inhaled a deep, slow breath or straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin, it could not be dislodged.

      “Marriage is inevitable,” Bradley mumbled to himself as his gaze swept over Clements Park. Still, his eyes did not see its neatly trimmed rosebushes, but the wild ones of Laurelwood Manor growing in great abundance wherever they pleased. “Yes, this is nothing more than a simple reminder of my duty to the dukedom, to my family.” He straightened his shoulders. “I am almost thirty years of age, and it is about time I choose a wife.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, Bradley returned to his desk and seated himself, reaching for a sheet of parchment. “Better make a list,” he said to himself, thinking about what qualities his future duchess ought to possess. “Lady Easton will no doubt be of assistance.” A widow now, Bradley’s aunt, his late father’s eldest sister, had successfully married off her five children, procuring them suitable and most advantageous matches. Yes, she would be the right one to turn to in this matter.

      His quill almost flew over the parchment as Bradley wrote down how he imagined his future wife. Yes, they ought to share the same values, uphold family tradition and reputation at all cost. She ought to be aware of the dignity of her new position in society and conduct herself with the greatest elegance and grace at all times, her manners impeccable and her demeanor almost regal. He imagined a wife with a quiet disposition would suit him best. His aunt could make the necessary introductions.

      A small smile came to Bradley’s face as he looked down at his list. Indeed, he could not recall why he had been so…disconcerted. After all, marriage was a simple matter, was it not? It was like everything else in life, just another step upon the path he had been set upon since birth. One more task to accomplish, nothing more.

      Indeed, he ought to have it taken care of by the end of the year. It was his duty to the dukedom, and it would secure Laurelwood Manor. Still, Bradley made it quite clear to himself that maintaining ownership of his mother’s estate was not the reason he was doing this. No, it was simply a byproduct.

      A bonus.

      Utterly inconsequential.

      Yes, indeed.
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          FREE TO CHOOSE
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        Pinewood Manor, Summer 1803

        A few months later

      

      

       Lifting her skirts a good bit above her ankles, Lady Harriet Beaumont, youngest daughter to the Earl of Whickerton, stood with her feet set apart upon the lawn, her gaze fixed on her little niece, her eyes slightly narrowed and watchful. “Do you truly think you can best me, Sam?” A challenging tone swung in her voice.

      For someone who had only reached her fifth year, Samantha possessed a calm that surprised Harriet. Her sharp green eyes were fixed upon Harriet’s face, and the moment Harriet moved, the little girl charged forward.

      Only a few paces separated them, and before Harriet knew what was happening, they collided. Harriet’s arms came around Sam, ensuring that the girl would not be harmed as they tumbled down into the grass, their skirts tangled around their legs.

      Laughter flew from both their mouths, and Harriet was certain she heard other voices joining in from up on the terrace. “Do you yield?” she demanded, tickling Samantha.

      The girl shrieked with joy, rolling sideways, and out of reach before she jumped to her feet. A wide grin came to her face, one full of triumph and daring. “You will not catch me again, Auntie Harry!” Then she dashed toward the small table Harriet had done her best to defend and snatched up the lemon tart with a bellow of victory.

      Scrambling to her feet, Harriet feigned a look of defeat, waving an angry fist against the sky and cursing the gods. “I humbly admit that your skill far surpasses my own.” She bowed low to her little niece, her gaze sweeping over her grass-stained skirts.

      Applause erupted from the terrace, and Harriet and Samantha looked up at smiling faces. Harriet’s sister Christina as well as her husband Thorne, Samantha’s adoptive parents, stood waving, their eyes aglow as they beheld their child. Thorne then caught his little daughter as she came charging toward him. “Did you see that, Father? Did you? I won! I won the tart!”

      He laughed, twirling her in a circle. “You certainly did.” He grinned at his wife, Christina, and then at Harriet as she stepped onto the terrace, a bit out of breath. “Then enjoy your spoils of war.”

      “Are you not a bit old,” Harriet’s eldest sister Juliet remarked with a bit of a hesitant look upon her face, “for…these games?” A sweeping movement of her arm seemed to encompass not only today’s tournament, but all those that had come before, as well as all those that would surely follow.

      Harriet laughed, fighting to draw air down into her lungs. “One is never too old for fun,” she told Juliet, knowing her eldest sister never once dared set even one toe out of line. “Wouldn’t life be utterly dreadful without fun?” She lifted her brows challengingly.

      Juliet swallowed, a knowing look coming to her face. “I have fun,” she insisted; her voice, however, wavered as though she was uncertain whether she spoke the truth.

      Indeed, the oldest and youngest Whickerton sisters were complete opposites. With her soft brown hair and gentle eyes, Juliet possessed not only the means, but it seemed also the determination to blend into the background, to be forever overlooked and hardly ever noticed. Harriet’s fiery red curls stood in stark contrast, her need for adventure always daring her to cross that invisible line, not merely by a step, but by leaps and bounds.

      “I do not doubt you,” Harriet told her sister with a smile. “I acknowledge that not everyone has fun the same way.” Her gaze swept over the extensive gardens of Pinewood Manor, her sister’s and brother-in-law’s home, little Samantha’s home, and she sighed. “But I need…this.” Her gaze met her sister’s. “I need to feel my heart beat in my chest with such force that I fear it might split my ribcage in two. I need to feel the wind in my face, tugging upon my hair and my skirts. I need to run until my legs feel as though they are ready to fall off.” She shrugged, heaving a deep breath. “It makes me feel alive.” She took a step closer, her own dark green eyes seeking Juliet’s pale ones. “Do you ever feel like that?”

      A flicker of regret came to her sister’s eyes, and yet she straightened, lifted her chin and smiled at Harriet. “I feel life in other ways,” she whispered, her eyes darting past Harriet’s shoulder to their sister’s little family. “I enjoy taking care of others, to see them happy and at peace.” Again, her eyes moved; this time to settle upon their sleeping grandmother, seated in a chair by the terrace doors.

      Harriet watched her eldest sister carefully. “Do you? Truly?” For a long time now, Harriet had found herself wondering whether Juliet’s diligent way of tending to her family was truly her heart’s desire or simply something she considered her duty.

      Juliet’s eyes widened. “I love grandmother,” she exclaimed as though Harriet truly doubted that. “I truly enjoy being her companion.”

      Harriet grasped her sister’s hands. “I love her as well,” she assured her in hushed tones, well aware that their grandmother had a tendency to fake sleep in order to overhear others’ conversations. “Still, there are other things I want than to merely keep her company. You are allowed to want other things as well; you know that, don’t you?”

      “Of course, I do,” Juliet assured her a bit too quickly; it made Harriet wonder if her sister ever truly dared to dream.

      “Auntie Harriet! Auntie Harriet!” came Samantha’s little voice a moment before the little girl came darting across the terrace. “Will you chase me again?”

      Harriet laughed. “Of course, I will. As soon as we procure a new prize.”

      Laughing, Christina and Thorne came walking over. “I’ve never seen her like this,” Harriet’s new brother-in-law remarked as his daughter dashed away, no doubt rushing toward the kitchen in order to ask cook for another lemon tart.

      Harriet shrugged, unable to keep the corners of her mouth from drawing upward into a wide smile. “What can I say? I bring out the best in people.”

      Christina rolled her eyes. “You do what you want. You’ve always done what you wanted.”

      Harriet met her sister’s gaze. “Do you disapprove?”

      Christina heaved a deep sigh. “I never have, not truly.” A contemplative looking came to her face. “However, now that I am a mother, I cannot help but wonder what would be best for my child.”

      Juliet frowned, and before Harriet could say anything, she asked, “Are you saying you do not want her to choose freely? As Mother and Father have always allowed us to do? As they still do?”

      Exchanging a look with her husband, Christina shook her head. “I am saying nothing of the kind. I simply cannot help but wonder how these choices will affect her life.”

      Harriet laughed. “Although I am not a mother, I suppose that is absolutely normal. Believe me, I cannot count the times I’ve seen a look of concern upon Mother’s or Father’s face when they learned of my newest…idea.” She grinned. “Yet they never interfered. They asked and counseled, but they allowed me to make my own choices, my own mistakes.” A deep sigh left her lips. “Honestly, some of the greatest times of my life have been the most horrible mistakes I’ve ever made.”

      Thorne chuckled. “Truly?”

      Harriet nodded, exchanging knowing glances with her two sisters. “Do you remember that summer years ago when I climbed the tall oak tree on the southern edge of Whickerton Grove?” She looked from Juliet to Christina, seeing awareness come to their eyes. Then she turned back to her new brother-in-law. “On one of the tallest branches, there had been a bird’s nest. One egg had fallen out, but as Fate would have it, it remained intact. It was like a miracle in itself.”

      “And so you got it into your head to return the egg to its nest?” Thorne asked, exchanging a look with his wife.

      Harriet nodded. “Yes, and I did. I returned the egg to its nest, safe and sound.”

      Christina snorted. “Don’t forget to mention the part where you fell from the tree and broke your arm.”

      Thorne’s mouth dropped open. “You broke your arm and that is still a fond memory for you?”

      “Well, without breaking my arm, it wouldn’t have been one of my greatest mistakes, now would it?” Harriet demanded, before her thoughts once more drifted back to the days that followed the accident. “Still, the egg made it back home, and eventually, a baby bird hatched. I watched it grow and mature and eventually fly off.” A deep sigh left her lips. “I cannot even describe how that made me feel. It was a wonderful, precious moment, and I don’t regret it. Not for one second.”

      Indeed, life was not rational. It was not a straight path with specific steps one could count off on one hand. It turned and twisted, its path always obscured. Life meant mistakes. It meant trial and error. But it was only through these mistakes that one could truly grow.

      Harriet did not mind mistakes. She did not fear making a fool of herself. She never worried about what others might think.

      What she feared were regrets.

      And so, Harriet spent her days giving in to her heart’s desires. If she wanted to dance in the rain or slide down the banister in the great hall, nothing could stop her. And if she wanted to chase her niece through the gardens, she would.

      “Auntie Harriet! Auntie Harriet!” With a new lemon tart in her hands, Sam jumped over the threshold of the terrace doors. “Let’s go again!”

      Harriet nodded, then offered her sisters and brother-in-law a polite smile and said, “Pardon me, but I must ready myself for battle.”

      Life was good, and it would always be good as long as Harriet remained true to herself. It was what she believed with every fiber of her being.
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      After mounting his horse, Bradley directed the chestnut mare down the long, straight drive that led up to Clements Park. It lay flanked by tall trees on either side, the interval between them precise and to the point. A mild breeze stirred the leaves overhead, and Bradley frowned as it carried specks of bark and pollen through the air to land upon his immaculate jacket. Lifting a hand, he brushed the offending specks away, then turned his mount eastward.

      The air was fresh, but warming, and Bradley was grateful for the shade near the forest’s edge. It was a beautiful day, and Bradley could feel the tension in his shoulders slowly dissipate.

      Over the past few days, Lady Easton had asked him all kinds of questions regarding his future duchess. His late father’s eldest sister seemed quite diligent in the task he had bestowed upon her, the look upon her face often whispering of serious contemplation. She was not one to make lists—as Bradley preferred; however, following such a conversation between them, he often found her standing by the window, gazing outside as though looking at something in particular. Her gaze, however, appeared absent, directed inward, no doubt examining every answer he had given her.

      Indeed, his aunt was taking this matter most seriously, and Bradley knew that by the time she was finished, she would present him with the perfect wife.

      Bradley was grateful for her assistance. Nevertheless, their discussions always served to point out the change that was about to take place in his life. Bradley disliked change even if it followed the rules set down for all those in their social circle. He knew precisely what to do, how to choose a wife, how to conduct himself in her presence, and what to expect from her in return.

      Whenever picturing his future life, Bradley still imagined himself sticking to the same routines that had shaped his life for the past decade. He would still rise early in the morning, have a bit of breakfast and then go about his day, tending to his estates and seeing to his duties. He would spend the Season in London and the rest of the year at Clements Park. He would converse with others of his standing about political matters and societal aspects. He would dance the occasional dance—no more than deemed necessary—and he would retire at a reasonable hour.

      Slowing his mount, Bradley directed the chestnut mare down a well-trodden forest path. He liked the forest. He liked this path. He knew every tree and bush. Everything around him felt familiar, and he was relieved to see that in this place, at least, things did not change. Yes, the seasons came and went, but, even, they stuck to a specific schedule. This change was reliable. Bradley knew precisely what to expect, and he liked that.

      But what of marriage?

      As much as Bradley tried to remind himself that taking a wife would not in its essence change his life, he could still not help but wonder what it would be like to see her at breakfast, to converse with her over daily affairs. Would it feel odd to be seated next to one another in the carriage on the way to a ball? Would oppressive silence linger between them? Or would they be able to converse easily?

      Bradley scoffed. Never in his life had he been able to converse easily with anyone. He was not a fool. Far from it. He knew well that he had a somewhat…off-putting personality. He liked things in order. He disliked anything surprising. Most people did not see the world as he did. Most people thought him a bore and sought to flee his presence at the earliest opportunity.

      Bradley did not mind. With their shrill and chattering voices, spending time with other people more often than not brought on a headache. He did not like them any more than they liked him.

      It was a mutual feeling, and yet…

      A part of Bradley longed to find another who was like him, who saw the world as he did. Someone who could relate. Someone who would understand. Would his aunt be able to find him a wife who possessed that ability? Someone who disliked company as much as he did? Someone quiet and calm and proper?

      The thought brought a smile to Bradley’s face, for it was a very peaceful one.

      Yes, peaceful.

      That was what Bradley wanted.

      What he needed.

      A proper wife, who spoke little and enjoyed silence as much as he did. Where did one find such a creature?
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        * * *

      

      Dressed in her emerald riding habit, Harriet quickly made her way downstairs. She felt the need to move in her bones and was eager to be off. It was a beautiful day. The sun shone brightly, and a mild breeze stirred the air.

      “Off again?” came Grandma Edie’s chuckling voice from the bottom of the large staircase. Although she leaned heavily upon her cane, her eyes twinkled lively, and something rather mischievous played over her face. Indeed, she seemed far too young to be a grandmother, and Harriet had always loved that she had an adventurous side.

      Smiling, Harriet stepped off the last stair and gave her grandmother a quick peck on the cheek. “You know me too well.”

      “You always ride to the east,” her grandmother remarked, the look in her eyes making Harriet wonder what she might be up to this time. After all, the Dowager Countess of Whickerton was known far and wide for her meddlesome tendencies and hidden agendas.

      “Very observant of you, Grandma.” Harriet did not volunteer more but waited for what else the old lady might say.

      A knowing smile lit up Grandma Edie’s face before she shook her head and chuckled. “If you dare,” she finally said, something challenging sparking to life in her eyes, “I suggest you ride westward today.”

      Harriet frowned. “What is daring about that?”

      Her grandmother shrugged, that odd look still on her face. “Well, I can see clear as day that you suspect something, that you believe me to have some kind of secret intention; therefore, any suggestion I am putting to you must be part of my plan to achieve my goal, must it not?” Her right brow arched upward.

      Harriet grinned and crossed her arms over her chest. “And it doesn’t?” Harriet challenged, wishing for once her grandmother would speak plainly. However, hoping for that was something Harriet had given up long ago.

      Instead of answering her granddaughter, Grandma Edie merely looked at her and then said, “Do you dare?”

      Harriet huffed out a deep breath, equally amused and annoyed with her grandmother. Never had she liked secrecy, and yet her grandmother’s words whispered of excitement and adventure. What to do?

      Trying her utmost to appear disinterested, Harriet shrugged, then let her arms hang loosely down her sides. “Honestly, Grandma, all I care for today is a long ride through the countryside.” She gave her another peck on the cheek. “Perhaps tomorrow.”

      As Harriet stepped outside, she could hear her grandmother’s amused chuckles follow her. Indeed, they both knew that Harriet was incapable of ignoring a challenge. It was her greatest flaw, one she wished she would conquer one of these days.

      Finally seated atop Moon, Harriet gazed toward the far horizon in the east, remembering the far-reaching meadows, the soft slopes and seas of wildflowers. Day after day, she had chased the sky there, galloping along on Moon’s back.

      A deep sigh left her lips, and she felt her gaze tug westward. A silent curse flew from her lips, for she knew it had been her grandmother’s words that now spurred her on. She simply could not resist the challenge. Why had her grandmother dared her to ride west? What was there? What did her grandmother know that she, Harriet, did not?

      “There’s only one way to find out,” she murmured, patting her dapple-gray mare’s neck. “Are you ready for a new adventure, Moon?”

      As though answering her question, her mare tossed up her head and neighed.

      A slow smile danced onto Harriet’s face as her eyes swept over the far horizon in the west. Her eyes settled upon a large forest, a barrier between her and whatever lay on its other side. What would she find there?
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      Bradley felt the little hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. A shiver of awareness danced down his spine, and he could not help but sweep his gaze over his surroundings.

      Someone was nearby.

      Few people ever dared enter the forest and proceed in this far. Never once had Bradley come across another soul on one of his explorations. He knew this area well. He knew the animals that called it their home. He recognized their tracks, their feeding grounds, their burrows and dens and nests. Everything his eyes fell upon spoke with familiarity. Everything was as it should be, as Bradley had expected to find it.

      Yet that odd feeling remained. Was he imagining it?

      Slowing his pace, Bradley reached out with his senses, listening intently to any sound that seemed out of place. Who could be hiding here in the forest? Was someone hunting?

      That thought made him grit his teeth, for the land was his and he had not given permission to anyone to do so. More than anyone encroaching upon his land, Bradley disliked rule breakers, for their deeds were the very ones that rendered order and continuity inconsequential. Nothing held meaning if rules were not upheld.

      Rules were the foundation of civilized life, and those who acted against them…

      Bradley shook his head, unable to imagine why anyone would do so. Could it be that there were people in this world who liked disorder and anarchy? Even craved it?

      He could not imagine such a creature.

      A soft rustling sound echoed in Bradley’s ears, and his head turned toward a wild-growing thicket, no doubt hiding someone from his view. But who? And why?

      Steeling himself, Bradley turned his mare so that he faced the thicket. “Come out!” he commanded in his iciest tone, wondering if a pistol might be trained upon him at this very moment. Unfortunately, his own pistol lay safely locked away at Clements Park. “Whoever you are, I demand you show yourself immediately!”

      For a moment, nothing happened. Nothing moved. In fact, the forest suddenly seemed stiller than it ever had been.

      Then, the snap of a twig shot to Bradley’s ears. His hands upon the reins tensed, and his mare’s ears flattened as she pranced nervously.

      Placing a calming hand upon the animal’s neck, Bradley continued to stare straight ahead, waiting. When his eyes finally detected a fleeting movement through a small gap in the overgrown bush, he felt his heart give a slight jerk.

      Twigs moved and shifted, and the sound of boots treading over dry twigs and leaves as well as the soft nicker of a horse drifted to his ears. He could make out the outline of someone carefully picking their way closer, flashes of red and emerald here and there visible through the tall-growing underbrush.

      And then, the last branches parted, revealing a young woman leading a horse by the reins. Her hair was as bright and wild as dancing flames, matching the daring gleam in her watchful eyes. Her emerald riding habit was torn at the hem, dark green and brown stains covering it everywhere as though she had rolled down a hill. Yet she stood tall, her chin raised as though issuing a challenge.

      Indeed, Bradley would have expected her to be too frightened to meet his eyes. He would have thought any woman encountering a stranger in the woods would be terrified out of her wits.

      But not her.

      Bradley had no clue who she was. What he was certain of, however, was that this woman…was trouble.

      And he did not like trouble.

      Not at all.
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        * * *

      

      Harriet had to admit that her grandmother’s counsel had been good. Whatever had prompted her to give it, Harriet still did not know. Nevertheless, she had spent the most wonderful afternoon carefully picking her way through a dense-growing forest, sneaking after a rabbit and watching it disappear in its burrow. Granted, her riding habit probably looked as though she had rolled through the mud. She doubted it could be salvaged, but it was a small price to pay for the joy she had found.

      Harriet loved animals. They were honest and free and daring. They had to be, and she truly appreciated that about them. The rabbit had reminded Harriet of the injured one she had found not long ago near Whickerton Grove. She had nursed it back to health, and unable to part with it, she had even taken it back to London. However, the city was no place for a wild creature, and eventually, she had been forced to set it free. She had watched it disappear with a smile on her face and tears in her eyes.

      “Are you well, Madam?”

      With her sight now unobstructed, Harriet looked across the narrow forest path at the stranger atop his chestnut mount. He carried himself like a true aristocrat, a haughty expression in his dark eyes, his wide shoulders drawn back as though he stood in front of the Queen. Indeed, even after riding through the forest, Harriet spotted none of his attire out of place. Was there even a speck of dust or dirt upon his boots?

      Harriet felt a sudden need to tease this man, to break through that polished exterior of his and see his feathers ruffled. “I am well; thank you, good sir.” She stepped out onto the path, then she dusted off her skirts before her right hand reached up to run through her tangled hair. “Oh,” she exclaimed with feigned surprise, “I must’ve lost my bonnet.” Then she paused, allowed her jaw to drop a little and her eyes to open wide before she let an amused chuckle drift from her lips. “Come to think of it, I don’t even remember putting one on.”

      The stranger continued to watch her as though she were an explosive about to go off. Disapproval marked his features, his lips thinning as his gaze swept over her, then past her. “Have you been in some sort of accident? Where is your companion? Your…chaperone?” The last word dripped with such ill-concealed disapproval and reproach that Harriet had to laugh.

      Immediately, the stranger’s gaze narrowed into slits. “Are you well?” he asked once more before he—undoubtedly, reluctantly—dismounted. Indeed, his body language clearly suggested that he did not want to follow his gentlemanly duty of seeing to her safety. For a second, the need to comfort and reassure him sparked in Harriet’s veins, but she could not help but laugh again. Who was this odd creature?

      The stranger took a step toward her, but then stopped, clearly concerned with the lack of supervision. “Are you well?” he repeated for the third time, his words slow as though he suspected she had suffered some kind of head injury and no longer possessed the ability to make sense of the words he spoke.

      Harriet inhaled a deep breath, trying her best to chase away that lingering amusement. “I am well, yes. And, no, I did not suffer an accident nor lose my companion.”

      The stranger held her gaze, then turned his head from side to side, his eyes sweeping over their surroundings.

      “I rode out by myself,” Harriet clarified, for he clearly seemed to expect some sort of companion to step out from in-between the trees. “I find other people only get in the way.” As much as Harriet enjoyed the company of others, she loved the peaceful solitude she found when out riding.

      The stranger’s lips thinned further, and for a moment, he seemed unable to form a coherent sentence, shock clear in his brown eyes.

      Indeed, they were a dark shade of brown, like chocolate, with sparks of hazel in them. Harriet would have expected eyes like his to be soft and gentle, one look into them offering comfort and reassurance. The stranger’s eyes, however, seemed hard and…lonely.

      Harriet felt a sharp twist in her heart, not unlike the kind she often experienced when coming upon a wounded animal.

      “You should return home,” the stranger said in a tone that made it an order. “Immediately.” Then he turned upon his heel and made to mount his horse.

      “What is your name?” Harriet asked, releasing Moon’s reins and stepping forward. “I’m Harriet.”

      The stranger turned to eye her with those hard eyes of his, the brown now almost black, as though their color could change to reflect his mood. He hesitated, then gave a quick nod. “Bradley Jackson, Duke of Clements.”

      Harriet felt her nose crinkle. “You don’t look like a Bradley,” she surmised, watching him most carefully as his expression darkened even further. Yes, disapproval was now rolling off him in waves, and Harriet wondered if this man had ever smiled.

      Had ever known the meaning of joy.

      She doubted it; but he would.

      That, she vowed.
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      Shock reverberated in Bradley’s bones as the unkempt hellion repeated his given name. The nerve of that woman to criticize him, of all people!

      It was unthinkable! People might find his demeanor less than charming or his way of conversation sleep-inducing—all fair observations!—but to find fault with his name! He was a duke, after all. No one had ever dared—

      “Jack!” the hellion—he would not call her by her given name; not if his life depended on it!—exclaimed with utter joy. “Yes, Jack suits you much better!”

      Dumbfounded, Bradley stared at her, continued to stare at her, for he knew not what else to do. His body and mind seemed frozen, completely incapable of handling this utterly unexpected situation. Yes, the hellion had shocked him, Bradley was loath to admit. How had this happened? What on earth was she doing?

      Judging from her manners—or lack thereof—Bradley would have expected her to be of a lower social standing; however, despite her frankness, her speech as well as the way she expressed herself spoke to a highborn lady. So did her riding habit. Despite the dirt staining it in various places, Bradley could see that the material was of the highest quality, as was the mare by her side, an animal of the finest stock.

      For all intents and purposes, this woman ought not be scrambling through the underbrush of the forest, leaves tangled in her red hair and smudges of dirt upon her cheeks. No, she ought to be riding across the meadow near a stately manor, a companion by her side, before returning to the delicate pastimes of which ladies were fond.

      Concerned for her well-being as much as for her reputation, Bradley knew that the most honorable thing to do was to send her back home immediately by making her understand the precarious situation she had put herself in. “Where do you reside?” Bradley inquired, hoping to dispose himself of her with the utmost expedience.

      A thoughtful expression came to the hellion’s face. She continued to watch him, waiting as though carefully weighing how to answer him. “I’m visiting my sister,” she finally replied, her wide green eyes still observant, as though curious to see his reaction to such a simple statement. “She and her husband live at Pinewood Manor.”

      Bradley gave a brief nod. He had heard of the estate, of course, for it was only half an hour’s ride from Clements Park. His steward had informed him that the place had been purchased by someone in trade not too long ago; however, Bradley had yet to meet this Mr. Sharpe. “I suggest you return immediately.”

      A slow smile came to the hellion’s face. “I’d rather not,” she had the nerve to reply.

      Bradley blinked. “Pardon me?”

      The hellion inhaled a deep breath, her arms stretching wide as though she were savoring the scents of the forest. “It is such a beautiful day that I cannot bring myself to leave it behind just yet.” Looking at him, she stepped closer. “Do you live near here? Do you know this area? This forest?” Her eyes swept over their surroundings, a deeply enchanted look in her wide green eyes.

      Bradley swallowed, completely thrown off guard by her unusual behavior. “Miss, I must urge you to halt your steps.” He held out a hand, palm facing her, hoping that even if his words held no meaning for her, this simple gesture would.

      To Bradley’s relief, the hellion did pause, her feet drawing to a halt. Unfortunately, though, it was only to gawk at him with an expression that held an odd mixture of confusion and amusement. “You look deeply worried,” she remarked, as though he had no reason to. “Is there something dangerous in these woods?”

      Confused, Bradley shook his head. “Are you not concerned for your reputation?” Again, his gaze flew past her, wondering if her absence had been noted by her sister and brother-in-law, if perhaps they had sent someone out to find her. If she were found in his company, alone…

      His gaze returned to her. Did she truly not care? Or was she a simpleton, unaware of the consequences of her actions?

      “My reputation?” the hellion asked, chuckling. “Oh, Jack, you are such an endearing man.” She gave a quick laugh. “No, I’ve never in my life been worried about my reputation.” Her right eyebrow rose into an arch. “But you obviously are. Why?” Something devilish sparked in her eyes, and although Bradley was not well-versed in conversing with the fair sex, he could tell that she was teasing him.

      Clearing his throat, Bradley drew back his shoulders and willed an icy look into his eyes. “I am certain your sister and brother-in-law would object to you being here, alone, conversing with me, without any kind of supervision.” Momentarily, he wondered about her parents. Had they already passed? Or were they simply unaware of their daughter’s escapades?

      Unfortunately, his words forced neither concern nor regret into her green eyes. Instead, she still seemed amused—annoyingly so. “My sister has known me since the day I was born. Believe me, Jack, she knows me well.” She inhaled a deep breath and drew back her shoulders a little. “And she does not mind.”

      “I must insist that you refrain from calling me Jack!” Bradley demanded in a voice that was far from composed, and he quickly reminded himself to remain calm. After all, emotions served no purpose.

      “Why? It suits you. Do you disagree?”

      Bradley shook his head at her. “You are to address me as your grace…if at all.” He held her gaze and lifted his brows, hoping she would finally comprehend the underlying meaning of his words. “Pray tell, what is your name?”

      “Harriet, but you may call me Harry if you like.”

      Bradley closed his eyes, willing himself to remain calm as he inhaled a slow, deep breath and silently counted to five. “I’m afraid that will not do. What is your surname so that I may address you appropriately?”

      For a moment, the hellion paused, eyeing him most curiously. “Beaumont,” she then said before adding, “however, if you truly wish to address me appropriately, call me Lady Harriet.”

      “Lady Harriet,” Bradley mumbled as he watched her approach his mare, her hands reaching out to brush over his mount’s nose. She stood much too close, and Bradley felt the need to step back when her gaze met his, flecks of amber dancing in her emerald eyes. “She’s beautiful,” Lady Harriet whispered, running her hands over his mare’s neck, a warm smile curling up her lips “and kind. What is her name?”

      Bradley swallowed, completely unaccustomed to conversing with a lady outside the ballroom, especially a lady like Lady Harriet, who behaved unlike any lady he had ever met. “Shine,” he blurted out without thought, belatedly reminding himself that she needed to leave.

      The sooner the better.

      “Oh, that is a fitting name. Her eyes do shine like two stars, do they not?” Lady Harriet exclaimed before looking over her shoulder and giving a soft, melodic whistle. Instantly, her own mare came trotting over, nuzzling her hand. “And this is Moon.”

      Bradley had to admit the name suited the dapple-gray mare, her coloring reminding him of the moon’s surface when it was full. He was about to say so when he called himself to reason. “That is of no importance. Pray tell, who is your father?” Indeed, he had not heard of another lord in the area, at least not within riding distance.

      Something undetermined sparked in Lady Harriet’s eyes. “The Earl of Whickerton,” she answered him, once more watching him intently as a slow smile spread over her face. “Does that shock you?”

      Of course, it did! After all, Bradley imagined that everyone in the ton had heard of the Wicked Whickertons…especially of late. The sisters were notorious for scandalous behavior, all of them a favorite with the gossips. What on earth had he gotten himself into?

      Lady Harriet needed to leave.

      Now!
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      Harriet chuckled, amused to see Jack’s face turn somewhat pale. “It looks like it does shock you,” she remarked, intrigued by the way he continued to look at her. “Why? Are you worried about your reputation?”

      For a moment, he remained quiet, his face almost immobile as his dark eyes continued to watch her, something indecisive in them. “Return home,” he told her in a clipped tone, his hands tightening upon Shine’s reins. “Now!”

      Harriet smiled at him. “You have nothing to fear from me, Jack. I promise.”

      His face darkened. “Please stop calling me that!” Anger resonated in his voice, and yet Harry could tell that it bothered him. Why would it bother him to show emotion? He was indeed an odd creature but a most intriguing one.

      “Do you truly prefer Bradley?”

      This time, he rolled his eyes at her, unable to prevent it, before a look of contrition came to his face. He was no doubt disappointed with himself for allowing her to bait him into such a reaction. “You are to refer to me as your grace, and I will address you as Lady Harriet. That is how it’s done. You should be aware of that.”

      “Oh, I am aware of that,” Harriet replied, “however, I do not agree with it.” She held his gaze, curious to see what he would do, to hear what he would say. Clearly, he disagreed with her; and yet she could not help but think that at least a part of him was as intrigued by her as she was by him.

      His dark gaze lingered upon her face, and for a moment, Harriet felt like an odd specimen put under a microscope to be observed and studied by an eager scientist. “Am I to understand that…you always ride out by yourself?”

      Harriet could see that the mere thought was inconceivable to him, and so she merely smiled, allowing him time to absorb something his mind had clearly never fathomed existed. How truly sad, she thought to herself.

      His gaze left her face and traveled down over her riding habit, the stains of dirt and grass, down to the rip in her hem. “How…?” His gaze returned to her, his mouth opening and closing, his mind unable to form the question.

      Harriet chuckled. “You see, there was a rabbit. And I like rabbits. A little while back, I saved one after it had been hit by a carriage and I nursed it back to health.” Longing tugged at her heart at the mere thought of the cute, little creature. “I named him Sir Lancelot. My sisters thought it was a hilarious name for a rabbit, but I thought it suited him nicely.” She exhaled. “When I saw this one today, I simply…” She shrugged, remembering the very moment she had seen its bushy little tail and those wide, deep eyes. “I simply had to follow it.”

      When Harriet returned her attention back to the man standing in front of her, she saw that his expression spoke of utter incredulity. Clearly, every word she had spoken had confused him, for he seemed to stare at her like a man who had just come upon a mythical creature and did not dare believe his eyes. Harriet had to admit she quite liked that thought. “You’ve never had a rabbit?”

      For a brief moment, Harriet thought he would burst out into laughter; surprising though, he did not. A fact she found rather disappointing. “No,” was all he said, that sense of disapproval once more in his voice.

      “Do you often ride out in the forest?”

      Jack’s gaze darkened. “It is my forest.”

      “That does not answer my question,” Harriet pointed out.

      “Yes.”

      “Will you be riding out again tomorrow?”

      His brows knitted together as he stared at her.

      “I thought that perhaps we could ride together,” Harriet suggested, fully expecting her words to shock him witless once again.

      Not surprisingly, Jack’s lips thinned. “Are you truly suggesting we ride out together?”

      “Yes.”

      “With a chaperone?”

      Harriet allowed a slow grin to spread over her face, then she softly shook her head. “I’d rather not.”

      “That is impossible!” Jack snapped, that mixture of disapproval and reproach back in his voice. “You’d be ruined! The implications—!” He clamped his lips shut. “You cannot ride out alone, and I urge you to reconsider.”

      “You ride out alone,” Harriet pointed out, well-aware—how could she not be?—that society made a clear distinction between what women were allowed to do and what men were allowed to do.

      Jack gawked at her, clearly thinking as society did. Unfortunately, he did not argue his point. Instead, he took a step back, something final coming to his eyes. “I suggest you return home.” He pulled Shine closer and then mounted swiftly. “I cannot imagine your father approves—”

      “My father would never stand in my way,” Harriet interrupted, holding his gaze as he looked down upon her. “He knows me. He understands me.” She stepped closer, her hand once more brushing Shine’s nose. “My parents broke the rules and found happiness that way.” She grinned at him. “I intend to do the same.”

      A muscle in his jaw twitched. She could see that something lay at the tip of his tongue. Still, he did not say a word, merely tipped his hat and then rode back along the path he had come.

      Heaving a deep sigh, Harriet turned around when Moon brushed her head against her shoulder. “He is unlike anyone I’ve ever met,” Harriet whispered to her mare, belatedly realizing that her words were false…or were they not?

      Indeed, at first glance, Jack appeared like all the other snobbish, stuffed lords who believed themselves the kings of this world, put here to rule over women from their lofty thrones. At second glance, however, Harriet could not help but think that…

      In truth, she could not quite put her finger on it, much less put that odd emotion into words. Had it been something in his eyes? That sadness? That loneliness she had glimpsed?

      Something about Jack intrigued her, and she would not rest until she found out what that was…whether he liked it or not.

      Of course, he would not like it. She had no trouble imagining his shock if he were to…say, stumble upon her yet again.

      Harriet chuckled, feeling a familiar eagerness pulse beneath her skin. “Do you think he is the one,” she whispered to Moon, “Grandma meant for me to meet?”

      Of course, Grandma Edie was well-aware of her granddaughter’s dislike for the haughty men of the ton; however, Harriet knew her grandmother enjoyed pushing boundaries as much as she did herself. Yes, she would not put it past the old lady to tease her by sending her to cross paths with the Duke of Clements.

      Oh, but it had been fun!
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      “We should hold a ball here at Clements Park,” Lady Easton suggested as they sat in the drawing room later that day, “in a few weeks’ time.” She took a sip from her tea, her gaze momentarily distant as she no doubt contemplated who to invite. “Do you agree?”

      Bradley nodded. “Certainly. It appears to be an expedient way to settle this matter.”

      An approving smile came to her face. “Very well. Leave everything to me. I know we shall find your duchess before the year is out.”

      “Thank you,” was all Bradley said, for his thoughts were inexplicably drawn back to earlier that afternoon, to the red-haired hellion he now knew to be Lady Harriet, one of Lord Whickerton’s notorious daughters.

      “Clements,” Lady Easton addressed him, the tone in her voice suggesting that it was not the first time she had done so.

      Had he been woolgathering? Bradley wondered, appalled with the idea itself. He was a duke. He did not woolgather or drift off or—

      “Clements.”

      “Yes.” Bradley’s head snapped up, fully aware of the concerned look upon his aunt’s face. “I apologize. There is a matter that…” His voice trailed off.

      Lady Easton held up her hand. “There is no need. I do not doubt that there are countless matters that require your attention.” She rose from the settee. “I’ll leave you to them then.”

      Bradley barely heard the door click shut behind her before his thoughts strayed back to Lady Harriet. He could not help but wonder if he ought to speak to Lord Whickerton. The man could not truly approve of his daughter’s escapades. However, doing so would reveal how the two of them had met that day…alone…in the forest…unsupervised. Bradley wondered if that would be wise. Would Lord Whickerton demand Bradley marry his daughter? After all, strictly speaking, he had compromised her…or would if he spoke of their encounter.

      Still, what if Lady Harriet continued to conduct herself in this manner? He did not even dare imagine all the harm that might befall her. Was it not his responsibility to…do something?

      Certainly, but what?

      Bradley groaned. If only he had not ridden out today! If he had not, he would never have met her and would not be thinking of her again!

      Correction: he would not be thinking of the risk she posed to herself yet again! Yes, that was it.

      Indeed, she was a most unusual creature. Not a simpleton at all, but fully aware of the repercussions should her actions become known. However, she did not seem to…care. Was that possible? How could she not care? If her reputation were ruined, she would never make a suitable match or a match at all. Perhaps he ought to remind her of that…if he were to happen upon her again, that is.

      Bradley rather doubted it. After all, no woman in her right mind would dare risk all Lady Harriet had yet again. Yes, he felt reasonably certain that he had misunderstood her. Of course, she did not ride out without a chaperone regularly. Today had merely been…an exception.

      Yes, an exception, nothing more.
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      “Where are you going?” came Christina’s voice as Harriet was about to pull herself into the saddle.

      Pausing, Harriet turned to face her sister, Christina’s blond curls dancing upon the soft breeze that blew past the stables. “What does it look like?” she countered with a shrug. “I’m going riding.”

      Coming to stand right in front of Harriet, Christina eyed her little sister with a most careful look. “And where to?”

      Harriet frowned. “Why do you ask?”

      Something contemplative rested in Christina’s blue eyes before she shrugged. “Grandma Edie said something that made me think…” Her voice trailed off, but her brows rose meaningfully.

      Harriet laughed, remembering the mischievous gleam she had seen in her grandmother’s eyes when she had returned the day before. Clearly, the old lady had been dying to know what had happened during Harriet’s ride, but she had not asked; and Harriet had not said a word. “What did she tell you?”

      Christina shook her head. “Nothing. I cannot recall her exact words, but they made me think that…”

      “That?” Harriet pressed with a chuckle.

      Christina heaved a deep sigh. “That she was up to something. You know how she sometimes likes to meddle.”

      Harriet broke out laughing. “Sometimes, dear sister? Now, that is truly the greatest understatement I have ever heard.”

      A knowing smile came to Christina’s face. “Yes, I know. I know. She’s…” She shrugged. “There are no words. She is in a class all her own.” She breathed in deeply, the look upon her face becoming more serious. “Still, she is rarely wrong.” Her gaze flitted to Moon. “Where are you going?”

      Harriet heaved a deep sigh, wondering what to tell her sister. While all the Whickertons disapproved of lying, they all equally seemed to agree that under certain circumstances withholding the truth was acceptable. Was this such a case? Harriet wondered, realizing that she did not want to speak to her sister of Jack.

      Oddly enough, a part of her wanted to keep him a secret.

      Hers, all alone.

      At least, for now.

      “I do not wish to tell you,” Harriet told her sister honestly, holding up a hand when Christina looked ready to argue. “Not yet, at least. Trust me, Chris. Please.”

      Her sister fixed her with a pointed look, her chest rising and falling with each contemplative breath. “Very well,” she finally said, then held up her forefinger in warning. “But don’t make me regret it.”

      Harriet smiled at her.

      “Be careful,” Christina urged. “Or I shall tell Mother and Father.” The corners of her mouth twitched.

      Harriet laughed. “And do you think they would forbid me from going riding?”

      Her sister rolled her eyes. “No,” she finally admitted. “But they would no doubt counsel you better than I ever could.”

      Harriet hugged her sister. “You’re being a wonderful mother to Sam,” she told her, meeting Christina’s blue eyes. “Don’t doubt yourself.”

      “Do you truly think so?”

      “I know so,” Harriet assured her, then quickly pulled herself into the saddle, worried her sister would fire another question at her. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Be careful!” Christina called after her as Harriet urged Moon into a trot.

      “Always!”

      “Yes, I’ve heard that before!”

      Harriet laughed, then she loosened her hold on the reins and let Moon run as she wished.

      Westward, of course.

      Toward Jack.

      Thank you, Grandma!
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