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            WAYWARD DUKES’ ALLIANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the late 1700s, George St. Giles, Duke of Cranbrook, saw a need for men of his ilk to band together in times of crisis and created the Wayward Dukes’ Alliance, whose membership grew by word of mouth until known by all Dukes’ and their heirs.

      The Duke of Cranbrook, whom all the dukes look to for guidance when struggling with thorny situations, leads this informal group with wisdom and experience.

      At the start of the 1821 season, six members of the Alliance, each connected to Wiltshire through relation and friendship, enter the ballroom as single men. One by one, each man will fall under love’s influence. The question is, who will fall last?

      

      
        
        James Sunderland, Duke of Grisham – engaged to Miss Isabel Philbert

        Merritt Dryden, Duke of Roxburghe (Never Bet a Duke) – engaged to Miss Nora Webb

        Levi Overton, Duke of Lennox (Never Besmirch a Wallflower) – engaged to Miss Eveline Braddock

        Julius Kensington, Duke of Warwick

        Silas Morton, Duke of Beaufort

        Harrison St. John, Duke of Mansfield

      

      

      It’s hunting season, and the year’s sport is Dukes.
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          WINIFRED

        

      

    

    
      Winifred swore she would never step inside her mother’s residence again… three days later, she broke that vow.

      Peering through the coach’s frosty window, Winifred addressed her sister. “You didn’t need to accompany me. I’m perfectly capable of retrieving a portrait from Miss Braddock’s home without assistance.”

      “Nonsense,” Nora said, leaning around Winifred and wiping a gloved hand across the glass. “I don’t mind the cold, and with everyone absconding to the Duke of Beaufort’s house to prepare for the engagement celebration, I much prefer this lark to solitude.”

      Everyone, meaning the Duke of Roxburghe.

      Winifred pressed her lips together, hiding a smile, and glanced over. “Are you admitting the only opportunity I’m afforded to spend an afternoon with my sister depends upon the absence of her fiancé?”

      “No!” A flash of scarlet whipped across Nora’s cheeks. “I would never turn you away.”

      “I’m jesting,” Winifred replied, regretting her words.

      After Winifred’s arrest last year, Nora fought to prove the charges false, enlisting the aid of the Duke of Roxburghe through a scandalous wager that ended in Nora’s engagement to the nobleman and Winifred’s freedom.

      The coach slowed, then stopped at the fence line separating Miss Braddock’s rented property from their mother’s residence.

      Without waiting for the driver’s assistance, Winifred opened the door and leaped from the cabin. She landed on the slick pavement, her shoes sliding on the ice. Waving her arms in wide circles, Winifred struggled to remain upright.

      She failed.

      Tumbling backward, she fell onto a filthy pile of rags abandoned beside the street.

      “Ow!” The bundle of cloth shifted, pushed Winifred onto the ground, and rose onto its knees, revealing a gaunt, dirt-stained face.

      Winifred’s eyes bulged. “Mother?”

      “Winifred?” Mrs. Webb latched a skeletal hand onto Winifred’s fur-lined sleeve and dragged her daughter closer. “Have you come to assist me?”

      “Help you?” Nora slammed the coach door, spun, and advanced on her stepmother. “After you falsely accused Winifred of theft and had her imprisoned?”

      Tightening her grip on Winifred’s pelisse, their mother turned toward Nora and held out her free hand. “I made an error in judgment. Please forgive me.”

      Nora’s eyes flicked down, and she folded her arms into her chest, taking one step away from her stepmother.

      “I will never,” Nora whispered. “You are solely responsible for the tragedies that befell this family. You introduced Mr. Hollingsworth to Winifred. You encouraged the relationship. You paid him to seduce her, and then, when he refused to continue the ruse, you accused them of theft and had both arrested.”

      Jerking Winifred from their mother’s grip, Nora placed her body between them, creating a formidable barricade of flesh. “As our mother, your role was to protect us from men like Mr. Hollingsworth, not arrange afternoon tea with them.”

      Their mother tugged at a loose thread hanging from her tattered shawl. “Everything I did was to ensure your future happiness.”

      Winifred reacted quicker than her sister, wrapping her arms around Nora’s waist and holding her in place.

      “You swore,” Nora seethed, chest heaving, “that you wouldn’t present the evidence to free Winifred until my wedding day. How does that encourage happiness in either of us?”

      Their mother recoiled. “My methods may have been unconventional, but the result was your engagement… to a duke, no less.”

      “A connection that will offer you no benefit.” Dismissing her stepmother, Nora turned, her gaze finding Winifred. “Let us complete the task and be on our way.”

      Winifred nodded once, looped her arm through Nora’s, and they strolled down the sidewalk, neither of them looking back.

      “I’m destitute.” Their mother’s quiet admission caused them to pause. “Have you no compassion?”

      Nora glanced over her shoulder. “That’s a lesson our mother neglected to instill in us.”

      A strangled cry erupted from Mrs. Webb as Nora twisted away. Without another word, she half-dragged Winifred toward Miss Braddock’s rented home.

      “Shouldn’t we help her?” Winifred asked, lowering her voice as Nora dug a metal key from her reticule.

      “She hasn’t earned our forgiveness,” Nora said, turning right and striding into the snow-covered gardens of the neighboring house. “Don’t forget, Amelia’s greatest skill is deceit. Do you truly believe she is as impoverished as she claims?”

      Winifred didn’t reply, her mind whirling around Nora’s question.

      Have I been duped by Mother again?

      “Where,”—Nora unlocked and pushed open the front door—“do you believe we’ll find your father’s portrait miniature?”

      Her voice echoed in the deserted foyer as a gust of freezing wind whipped around them, disturbing long white linens blanketing hidden pieces of furniture.

      Winifred wrestled the door closed, cutting off the icy blast. “I suspect I dropped the painting in my chamber when I was packing my trunk last week. I should have verified that I had the miniature before Miss Braddock left with her brother for the Duke of Beaufort’s residence, but I didn’t think to look for the portrait until this morning.”

      “We’re fortunate that she remembered to retrieve the key from her housekeeper before releasing the woman from service; otherwise, the key wouldn’t have been in Miss Braddock’s trunk.” Nora pulled her pelisse tighter around her shoulders and shivered. “And since Miss Braddock’s brother refuses to leave her side until she is wed, our presence won’t disturb anyone.”

      “You could ease her brother’s overbearing tendencies,” Winifred said, setting her hand on the banister as she climbed the staircase.

      “Me?” Nora gestured to herself. “How would I influence his decision?”

      “You could give Miss Braddock your wedding date.”

      Nora snorted. “Even if I were that generous, the Duke of Roxburghe wouldn’t allow the change. He refused the Duke of Lennox’s query thrice and swore a trouncing would follow the next request.”

      Chewing her lower lip, Winifred paused on the second-floor landing, her gaze sliding to her sister.

      “You should invite Mother to the wedding.” The words slipped from her lips before she could stop them.

      Nora’s mouth popped open. “Have you so quickly forgotten Amelia’s abhorrent behavior?”

      “N—”

      “She paid to have you whipped!” Nora’s hands balled into trembling fists.

      “And she’s suffering for that decision.” Winifred strode toward the chamber she had previously occupied and opened the door.

      Nora didn’t follow.

      Winifred twisted around, crossed the corridor, and took Nora’s hands, unclenching them. “I’m not suggesting that we forgive her or forget the horrible manner in which she raised us. But if we react in kind, we are no better.”

      “If her destiny is poverty, I wouldn’t prevent it.” Nora pulled free. “I might even encourage it.”

      “Even if it meant losing my father’s house to a debt collector?” Winifred asked, her voice cracking.

      The hard mask fell from Nora’s face, and she yanked Winifred into a crushing embrace. “We won’t allow that to occur.”

      Winifred pulled away. “You cannot commit the Duke of Roxburghe to such a sizable purchase, and I forbid you from asking him.”

      “You forbid me?” Nora’s eyebrows hovered near her hairline.

      “Please, for once, don’t take my request as a challenge.”

      “He was my father, too...” Sighing, Nora inclined her head. “For the moment, I will say nothing, but if the situation becomes dire, you must allow me to speak with the Duke of Roxburghe.”

      “Agreed.”

      Winifred opened the bedchamber door and strode into the room. She turned in a full circle, inspecting the linen-covered armoire, dressing table, cold fireplace, and the bed, which seemed the portrait miniature’s most likely hiding place. Kneeling, she set her reticule on the rug, lifted up the comforter, and peered beneath the bed frame.

      Shining through the window beside the fireplace, the afternoon sunlight crept along the floorboards beneath the mattress and highlighted an edge of the painting’s brass frame. Winifred crawled into the tiny space and stretched out her arm, her fingers brushing against the cool metal.

      “Did you find the portrait?” Nora’s muffled question caused Winifred to start, and she struck her head on the underside of the bed.

      “No.” She shouldn’t have lied, but she couldn’t think of another solution that would occupy Nora long enough to sneak next door and speak with their mother privately.

      After stuffing the tiny painting into her bodice, Winifred inched backward on her elbows. When she emerged, Nora laughed, leaned over, and plucked several large, fluffy pieces of dust from Winifred’s hair.

      “Do I look frightful?” Winifred asked, rubbing the back of her hand across her forehead.

      “Worse than after Amelia locked you on the attic floor for three days.” Nora helped Winifred to her feet.

      A shudder rolled down Winifred’s spine. “Without Father’s old clothing to keep me warm, I would have frozen to death long before she released me.”

      And yet, I still possess this unexplainable desire to help her.

      Winifred moved to the armoire, picked up the edge of the white sheet, and ducked beneath the material, hiding her face from Nora, who could read Winifred’s emotions with a glance.

      “Do you believe Mother feels remorse?” Winifred asked, opening the carved wooden door and pretending to search the shelves.

      “I do not.” The scrape of the dressing-table drawer accompanied Nora’s response. “She takes no responsibility for her current situation.”

      Winifred pulled the sheet aside and peered through the small space between the material and the armoire at her sister’s hunched form. “We didn’t allow her opportunity to state otherwise.”

      Shoving the drawer closed with her hip, Nora’s narrowed gaze jumped to Winifred. “And how would you know Amelia’s words were not another fabrication meant to manipulate?”

      “Did you notice Mother’s ruined clothing?”

      Nora shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time she donned a costume and played the role of actress.”

      Grimacing, Winifred withdrew behind the linen.

      “Perhaps the portrait is in the library.” The lie burned Winifred’s tongue.

      “The library?” Nora’s shoes shuffled across the floor. “How would your father’s painting come to be in that room?”

      “The night we transferred our belongings to the Duke of Lennox’s residence, I stopped there to return a book.” Nausea flipped Winifred’s stomach, and she pressed a hand to her mouth, swallowing the bile that accompanied her second falsehood. “I may have set down the portrait miniature when I was shelving the tome.”

      “May have?” Nora groaned, the sheet rustling as she searched for an opening.

      Winifred popped her head through the gap, startling her sister, who stepped back with a tiny scream. “I’ll investigate the library; you can continue searching this chamber.”

      Before Nora protested, Winifred added, “It’s warmer up here, and we’ll cover more area quicker if we separate.”

      “Swear,”—Nora shivered, her teeth knocking together—“that we’ll leave the moment we recover your father’s picture.”

      “I have no desire to stay longer than we must,” Winifred said, collecting her reticule and backing into the hallway. “Yell if you find the painting.”

      She turned and darted down the staircase. However, instead of turning right toward the library, she turned left and crept across the foyer. When she reached the outer door, she glanced over her shoulder, then depressed the handle.

      Cringing when the hinges creaked, she slipped through the space and shut the door behind her. A blast of icy wind struck her in the face, blinding her with sleet. She yanked the fur-lined hood over her head, bent into the gust, and slogged through Miss Braddock’s frozen garden, aiming for the break in the iron boundary.

      When Winifred reached the fence post, her gaze scanned the pavement for her mother; however, the bundle of rags no longer haunted the sidewalk. Her eyes flicked to the vacant driver’s bench atop their waiting coach.

      Perhaps Mr. Dunn had taken pity on Mother and given her some money…

      A twitch of the curtains drew Winifred’s attention to the carriage’s icy window, and the Duke of Roxburghe’s driver appeared in the glass. Gasping, she drew back, aligning herself with the brick column and hiding her body.

      She counted to ten, edged forward, and craned around the fence post, exhaling a sigh of relief upon discovering Mr. Dunn’s round face had vanished, then darted forward, praying he wouldn’t catch her, and hurried around the horse, trailing her gloved fingers along the mare’s flank. When she reached the driver’s bench, she ducked, zipped past the window, and dashed to the rear of the coach.

      Stopping again, she peered around the carriage, ensuring Mr. Dunn’s absence from the window, then raced across the pavement toward the pathway leading to her mother’s house.

      As she entered the property, Winifred’s stomach flipped, churning with indecision. A myriad of excuses accompanied each step toward the residence’s entrance. Still, despite her misgivings, she trekked to the door, raised her arm, and, after a moment of internal warring, knocked on a wooden panel.

      No answer.

      “Mother!” A frown pulling the corner of her mouth, she rapped again. “I’m not leaving until I speak with you.”

      The door eased open a sliver. “Why are you here?”

      “I want to give you something.” Winifred lifted her beaded reticule, swinging the purse in front of the small gap.

      Her mother reached for the bag. However, Winifred, anticipating the move, yanked the purse away and shoved the door aside. Pushing past her mother, Winifred entered the residence and stalked toward the drawing room.

      “I didn’t invite you inside,” her mother said, chasing after Winifred.

      “I have no desire to converse in the cold…” Winifred froze in the doorway, her gaze sliding across a worn, light blue and white floral rug in the center of the bare room. “Where is all the furniture?”

      “Sold to pay the creditors.” Her mother shuffled past Winifred, stopped in front of a dark fireplace, and held her bare fingers out to the invisible flames. “I had to release Mrs. Bexley from her position along with all the other servants.”

      “Will you survive the winter?” Winifred asked, shoving her hands under her arms and shivering.

      “I’m certain you’re hoping for my demise.” Her mother sniffed and rubbed her palms together. “Freezing to death; a fitting punishment for my crimes.”

      Always the thespian.

      Winifred rolled her eyes. “I don’t want you to die, Mother.”

      Though I wouldn’t mind sending you to prison for a few months as retribution…

      “Does Nora?” Her mother sniffed, peeking over her shoulder.

      “Certainly not,”—at least, she assumed Nora wasn’t given to murderous tendencies—“and you shouldn’t believe such rubbish.”

      “Am I invited to her wedding?” Her mother sidled closer.

      Winifred shook her head. “Nora and I have unsettled grievances that must be resolved before we’ll allow you to rejoin our lives.”

      Her mother’s eyebrows rose. “You expect to reside with Nora until your death?”

      “Well… no.” Winifred swallowed, glancing at the falling snow gathering on the windowpane ledge.

      She hadn’t considered her living situation following Nora’s wedding.

      “Have you captured any gentleman’s interest?” Her mother's soft question brushed over Winifred’s shoulder.

      “Since my history with Mr. Hollingsworth, and my recent incarceration, are both common knowledge,”—Winifred spun around—“we both know the chances of me receiving an offer are quite low.”

      “Then you’ll soon need a place to reside.” Kneeling on the rug, her mother gestured to a chipped porcelain teapot resting atop a wooden serving tray. “Would you care for some refreshment? I have two cups.”

      Winifred didn’t have much time remaining before Nora realized Winifred’s absence. However, she hadn’t completed her task, so she nodded and, hiking up her skirts, sat across from her mother on the thin rug.

      How will Mother serve tea without a fire to heat it?

      After accepting the offered cup, Winifred brought the rim to her lips and blew on the liquid, but no steam rose from the fluid. She hesitated, then tipped the vessel and choked on a mouthful of ice-cold tea.

      “I thought it was hot!” Winifred sputtered.

      Her mother laughed; the harsh, brittle cackle echoed in the parlor. “How would I heat the tea without fire?”

      Winifred set down the cup, then opened her reticule and withdrew three gold sovereigns.

      “This is everything I have,” she said, holding out the coins.

      Leaning forward, her mother swiped the money from Winifred’s palm, raised one piece to her mouth, and bit down.

      “Where did you get this?” her mother asked, tucking the sovereigns into her bodice as though she expected Winifred to change her mind and demand the money’s return.

      “Their origin is unimportant.” Winifred lowered her eyes, fussing with her reticule.

      Her mother reached out and lifted Winifred’s chin, studying Winifred’s eyes. “Nora gave the funds to you.”

      “No,” Winifred snapped, rising and brushing off her skirt.

      “Then her fiancé did.” Her mother, remaining seated, smirked and tilted her head. “After their wedding, do you believe he will want to continue to pay your expenses?”

      Winifred frowned. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Merely that Nora would possess more sway over her husband’s money—and its direction—if they were afforded the privacy a married couple desires.” Lifting her teacup, her mother saluted Winifred. “Consider this option… return to my house and allow the Duke of Roxburghe to show his gratitude by supporting his sister-in-law—and her mother—with his vast income.”

      “Your offer of hospitality was never about my welfare.” Winifred jerked the hood of her pelisse over her head and stormed toward the foyer.

      As she yanked open the door, her mother called from the parlor doorway, “Don’t expect me to forgive this slight without an apology, Winifred. When you’re expelled from the

      Duke of Roxburghe’s residence and you have no place to go, after you beg my forgiveness, you may return to this house. And in time, we will find a man who will overlook your… deficiencies.”

      Mashing her lips together, Winifred twisted away and stepped into the snow, banging the door closed behind her. She trudged toward Miss Braddock’s rented abode, the icy wind freezing tears to her eyelashes and blinding her.

      Her mother hadn’t changed one whit.

      Neglecting to follow the same path on her return, Winifred slogged past the coach, remembering too late the driver stationed inside. The carriage door popped open.

      She pulled the hood closely around her face, grateful for the falling snow, and ignored Mr. Dunn calling her name. After a few moments, he retreated to the coach, slamming the door, and Winifred, assuming he believed the ruse, hastened around the fence post and ran toward the entrance.

      As she placed her fingers on the handle, the door ripped open, and Nora, her face tinged red, stepped forward, blocking Winifred.

      “Where have you been?” Eyes bulging, she advanced, forcing Winifred backward off the doorstep. “If I discover you visited that horrible woman, I’ll leave you here and attend my engagement party at the Duke of Beaufort’s residence alone!”
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          SILAS MORTON, DUKE OF BEAUFORT

        

      

    

    
      A woman’s scream shattered the late afternoon serenity.

      Silas, overseeing the chamber preparation for that evening’s influx of guests, leaned his head into the hallway, seeking the screech’s origin. The shriek came a second time, louder than the first, and the door across from Silas ripped open, revealing the butler’s wide eyes.

      “Was that noise caused by a servant?” Mr. Aylett asked, stepping into the corridor.

      “Perhaps tonight’s fare is attempting to flee the kitchen,” Silas replied, the corner of his mouth lifting.

      Mr. Aylett chuckled. “It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve chased a pheasant through the house.”

      Groaning, Silas dragged his hand down his face. “As amusing as that situation was, I doubt my arriving guests will desire to share in the experience.”

      “As you wish,” Mr. Aylett replied with a curt nod. “I shall remove catching pheasants from tonight’s activities...”

      His stern expression dissolved into riotous laughter, which swelled around Silas until he, too, joined in the mirth.

      An explosion of glass from the first floor silenced them.

      “That came from the drawing room!” Silas, two steps ahead of Mr. Aylett, flew down the staircase, whipped around the banister post, shoes sliding on the slick marble, and raced toward the rear of the house.

      Lacking the dexterity of Silas, Mr. Aylett lost his footing and slipped, skating across the floor and crashing into a small table. A vase of pale-white flower buds tilted, threatening to topple, then rocked forward, dousing him with water and orange blossom stems.

      “I’ll see to this,”—he waved off Silas, who skidded to a halt halfway down the corridor—“and join you at the murder scene.”

      “If a killing occurs in my home this week, it best be committed by me,” Silas snapped and stomped toward the drawing room, chased by Mr. Aylett’s soft snort.

      Before Silas reached the entryway, the Duke of Lennox sailed past him, crashed into the opposite wall with a grunt, and landed on the floor in a heap.

      “Amusing yourself, Your Grace?” Silas extended his arm and helped the Duke of Lennox climb to his feet.

      Exhaling a low moan, Lennox straightened and pressed his palm to his right eye.

      “Your Grace.” He bowed, then grinned. “Please accept my apologies for the disturbance. I may have angered Mr. Braddock.”

      Silas raised his eyebrows. “Cheating at cards?”

      “Seducing my sister!” Chest heaving, Mr. Braddock appeared in the doorway, his usually tidy blond hair flying in all directions.

      “I’m certain Mr. Braddock misunderstood the situation,” Silas said, edging between the two men.

      Lennox leaned forward and murmured, “He didn’t.”

      Miss Braddock, wedging past her brother, burst from the drawing room with a strangled cry and flung herself into the Duke of Lennox’s arms.

      Twisting around, she hissed, “Ernest! You can’t strike a duke.”

      “I can,”—Mr. Braddock raised his fists—“when the scoundrel is kissing my sister.”

      “He is my fiancé.” Miss Braddock pulled free of Lennox’s embrace, stepped to her brother, and stabbed his chest with her finger. “Who do you propose I wed after you kill him?”

      “You can still marry him…” Mr. Braddock gestured toward Silas. “When his ghost returns to haunt the Duke of Beaufort’s residence.”

      “Absolutely not!” Eyes narrowing, Silas glowered at Mr. Braddock. “I forbid the addition of any spirits to this house, including Lennox. If you must settle this grievance in a violent manner, I suggest the grove of beech trees to the south.”

      Mr. Braddock returned Silas’ hard glare. “Would you provide the pistols?”

      The dull thwack of flesh on flesh answered his question.

      Trembling, Miss Braddock lowered her hand and, tears dripping down her face, turned and raced down the corridor. Her shoes echoed on the staircase.

      Flattening his wayward hair with both hands, Mr. Braddock scowled at Lennox. “This is your doing.”

      “How so?” he replied, his right hand dropping from his eye and curling into a loose fist. “Your sister wasn’t crying until you interrupted us.”

      “You shouldn’t have been alone with her.” Mr. Braddock mirrored Lennox’s stance. “Have you no concern for her reputation? Or do you intend to withdraw your claim before the wedding and leave her ruined?”

      “Watch your tone, Mr. Braddock. I am a duke⁠—”

      “Your ranking holds no protection from my ire,”—Mr. Braddock bowed—“Your Grace.”

      The front door opened and slammed.

      “Damn.” Both men rotated toward the foyer.

      “I’ll retrieve her,” Mr. Braddock said with a grimace. “I’m certain she won’t return without an apology for my interference.”

      Lennox nodded his agreement. “Do you intend to offer one to me as well?”

      “No.” Mr. Braddock bowed to Silas. “If you would excuse me, Your Grace.”

      “Of course.” Silas waved his hand, dismissing Mr. Braddock, who hastened down the corridor without another word.

      Pressing his face to his palm again, Lennox trudged into the drawing room. “That man is going to be the death of me.”

      “I assume he feels the same toward you.” Silas chuckled, earning a dark glare from Lennox as he flung himself onto an armchair.

      “Roxburghe doesn’t have this issue.” Wincing, he lowered his hand and revealed the discolored skin forming around his right eye.

      The aforementioned man appeared in the doorway, holding a half-filled snifter of amber liquid. “Actually, he does.”

      “Miss Fernsby-Webb has assaulted you?” Lennox asked, his eyebrows floating near his hairline.

      “She would have… had Beaufort not delayed her from discovering Miss Webb and me.” The corner of his mouth pulling, the Duke of Roxburghe handed Lennox the drink. “She threatened to turn her sister into a widow before our wedding.”

      “Did you thank Beaufort for his assistance?” Lennox asked, sighing as he placed the cool glass against his eye.

      “No, he didn’t.” Silas folded his arms across his chest, stared at Roxburghe, and tapped his foot, as though waiting impatiently to hear the words.

      Roxburghe rolled his eyes. “Would you accept a proposal instead?”

      “I have no desire to marry you,” Silas replied as he lifted a crystal decanter from a silver tray and filled two glasses with whiskey.

      “I’m not asking for your hand,” Roxburghe snapped, swiping the offered drink from Silas. “I have a business proposition for you… act as a barrier between Miss Webb and her sister.”

      Sipping his whiskey, Silas stared at Roxburghe over the rim of the glass. “I don’t need more money. You and Lennox lost the wager to remain unattached. Even if Mansfield and Warwick don’t fall to Cupid’s arrow by the end of the season, I’ll still have an additional six thousand pounds.”

      Lennox snorted.

      “You disagree with my assessment?” Silas asked, his eyes sliding to Lennox.

      “Grisham, Roxburghe, and I are all engaged. It’s still January.” He lowered the snifter from his eye. “At this pace, no one will survive long enough to win the bet.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” Roxburghe clinked his glass against Lennox’s, then took a deep swig.

      Miss Fernsby-Webb’s beautiful face, glowing pink from their sleighing excursion, floated into Silas’ mind. Even after they’d flipped the sleigh and needed rescuing from beneath the vehicle, her enthusiasm for adventure didn’t waver.

      A very physical reaction rippled through his body at the memory of her soft form pressed against him as they hunkered in the snow, and the scent of lemons washed over him. He raised his eyes, expecting to find Miss Fernsby-Webb standing in the drawing-room doorway.

      However, no one appeared.

      Grimacing, Silas shook his head to clear the fantasy.

      “What a horrible future to wish upon your friends,” he growled, adding more inflection than he intended.

      Lennox flinched, and then, tracing his finger around the cup’s rim, asked, “If we can’t tempt you with currency, what can we use?”

      Silas returned his glass to the silver tray. “You wish to employ my services as well?”

      “I can’t keep allowing Mr. Braddock to punch me in the face.”

      “You could… it seems to amuse him.” Laughing, Silas danced out of Lennox’s reach.

      Lennox slammed his snifter down, his face darkening. “I have no desire to duel my future brother-in-law, but I refuse to give up the pursuit of Miss Braddock to ease his mind.”

      Irritation flickered in Lennox’s brown eyes, mixing with an emotion Silas had not previously witnessed in his friend—desperation.

      Silas sighed. “One favor—from each of you—to be performed in the future… without question, and I’ll assist both of you with your quest to seduce your fiancées.”

      “Agreed.” Lennox swung out his arm, but Roxburghe blocked him.

      “I want some assurances,” Roxburghe said, his eyes narrowing. “Access to my fiancé, or Lennox’s, will not be granted.”

      Silas didn’t register that he’d swung until after his fist struck Roxburghe.

      “Insult my moralities again, and the threat of Miss Fernsby-Webb’s ire will seem miniscule compared to the beating you’ll suffer at my hand.” Silas forced his arms to his sides. “I have no interest in either lady.”

      “But,”—Lennox retrieved his glass—“you are interested in someone.”

      Frowning, Silas turned to Lennox. “Why would you claim that?”

      “Because you didn’t say ‘any lady’… You said, ‘either lady’.” Lennox winked at Roxburghe. “What’s her name, Beaufort?”

      Winifred.

      Dull pounding echoed in the foyer, and Silas, grateful for the escape the opportunity offered, bowed to his friends, excused himself, and hurried down the corridor toward the outer door.

      His gaze flicked to the floor beneath the small table, confirming Mr. Aylett had cleared the water puddle and orange blossom buds, then returned to the shadowy feminine figures framed by the frosted windows surrounding the entrance.

      Was it her?

      Fingers closing around the door handle, he froze. Perhaps a week in close proximity with the beguiling Miss Fernsby-Webb was not the best plan. He’d need to keep close to Mr. Braddock at all times.

      Lennox spoke, startling Silas. “For someone who claims to be against supernatural guests, barring visitors from entering your residence seems a sufficient yet slightly cruel method to go about causing that result.”

      “Your eye looks horrific,” Silas said, twisting his head to the right. “I hope it doesn’t frighten the ladies.”

      He jerked the door open before Lennox countered and stepped aside, hiding the grimace that accompanied the revelation of the identity of the ladies—neither of whom possessed the dark brown hair he hoped to find, and bowed.

      “Mrs. and Miss Wilmington,” he said, forcing a grand smile. “Welcome to my home.”

      “Your Grace,”—Mrs. Wilmington offered a stiff curtsey—“we were honored to receive an invitation.”

      “After holding your daughter on suspicion of murder at the Venning’s ball, inclusion in this week’s celebration seemed the proper step toward making amends.” Silas shifted his attention to Miss Wilmington. “I do hope you accept our apologies.”

      “Your Graces,” Miss Wilmington curtsied, her unusual violet eyes sliding between Silas and Lennox. “Thank you for your concern. However, I was not offended. I appreciate the logical manner in which the situation was handled.”

      “I wish others shared that sentiment.” Silas exchanged a glance with Lennox.

      Another detainee, Mrs. Creasey, penned her vehement refusal, stating that until a social event was hosted without a death, neither she nor her daughter would attend another function. Silas supposed the threat was meant to encourage him to beg for their presence, but he didn’t consider the loss of either lady to be a detriment. Therefore, he set the missive aside without sending a reply.

      Footsteps crunched outside, causing the ladies to spin around. They parted, revealing a scowling Mr. Aylett, balancing two trunks, one on each shoulder, his steel-gray hair dusted with fresh snow.

      Silas’ mouth twitched. “While we await the remaining guests, you may retire to your chamber where you can rest and prepare for tonight’s banquet.”

      Exhaling a heavy sigh, Mrs. Wilmington favored him with a smile. “Thank you, Your Grace. As you know, the journey from town is quite wearisome for someone of my age.”

      “You cannot convince me that you have more than thirty-six years,” Silas replied, lifting her hand to his lips.

      Mrs. Wilmington beamed.

      “If you would follow me.” Mr. Aylett bumped the door closed with his hip, adjusted his grip on the chests’ handles, then trudged across the foyer.

      As Mr. Aylett and the Wilmingtons disappeared up the staircase, Lennox leaned over. “Neither lady mentioned my injury. You claimed I looked horrific.”

      “You do.”

      Another knock sounded at the door. Silas’ heart skipped. Then, he growled.

      “No one forced this event upon you.” Lennox reached around Silas and depressed the handle. “You volunteered for the madness.”

      He didn’t correct Lennox, preferring the misconception over the realization that, in the past few weeks, Silas’ interest in Miss Fernsby-Webb had shifted from platonic to possessive.

      “Your Grace?” Paling, Mr. Venning froze in a half-bow as the door swung open to expose Lennox’s discolored face. “I thought you’d recovered from the encounter with my nephew.”

      Touching his fingers to the edge of the bruise, Lennox winced. “A different man caused this injury. However, the incident did concern the same woman.”

      Leaning forward, Mr. Venning’s daughter combed a lock of thinning white hair behind her father’s ear and murmured, “The Duke of Lennox is referring to his fiancée, Miss Braddock. You met her at our ball.”

      “I may not be as clever as I once was, Arabella,” Mr. Venning said, turning toward her, “but I can still retain memories from the past fortnight.”

      She flushed bright red and dropped her gaze. “Of course, Papa.”

      Silas gestured toward the parlor. “Mr. Aylett will retrieve your trunks and escort you to your chambers in a few moments. I’ve had some libations prepared, if you’d like a cup of punch while you attend him.”

      Mr. Venning removed his greatcoat and hung the snow-saturated article on one of four hand-carved wooden coatracks stationed near the entrance. “Do you have anything stronger than punch?”

      “I can provide you with anything you desire.” Silas grinned, closing the door.

      “A husband for my daughter?” Mr. Venning raised two bushy eyebrows.

      “Papa!” Miss Venning hissed, the blush returning to her face.

      Three sharp raps sounded, and Miss Venning, standing the closest to the entrance, turned and opened the door.

      “Your Grace?” The clipped words zipped into the foyer.

      “No.” Miss Venning shook her head and stepped backward. “I’m not married.”

      A woman, garbed head to toe in black, entered. “I’m seeking the Duke of Beaufort.”

      “I am he.” Silas moved around Miss Venning. “What business do you have with me…”

      “Mrs. Upton.” She offered a brief curtsy. “And I’m delivering something that belongs to you.”

      “Are you certain it’s mine?” he asked, a faint wrinkle carving its way across his forehead.

      “Quite.” Mrs. Upton stuck her arm out to the side, then jerked, yanking a small girl with mousy brown hair into the house. “I’d like to present Miss Juliette Ridlington… your daughter.”

      A chill slithered down Silas’ spine, the name jarring faded memories. Had he sired a child without his knowledge?

      “I think,” Lennox said, placing a hand on Mr. Venning’s shoulder, “that we should leave Beaufort to deal with this issue. Can I tempt you with a whiskey?”

      “You most certainly could,” Mr. Venning offered his elbow to his daughter and followed Lennox. “Arabella can treat your eye while we wait for Mr. Aylett.”

      The Duke of Warwick’s amused voice flowed out of the parlor when the trio entered the room. “Who struck you this time?”

      “Come with me.” Silas crooked his finger and led Mrs. Upton and the waif-like child down the corridor to his office.

      Once they’d entered, he closed the door behind them and gestured to two extra-large plush chairs near the fireplace. Mrs. Upton took the seat to the left, but the girl hovered beside the armrest, hiding herself between Mrs. Upton and the fireplace.

      “Thank you for seeing us, Your Grace,” Mrs. Upton said, pulling her gloves from her fingers, “I know you’re a busy man.”

      He inclined his head, indicating she should continue.

      “I’m currently employed by Mr. Spencer Hill and have been with the family for nearly two decades.” Her gaze on Silas, she pulled open the top of her reticule. “Ten years ago, a young lady took the position of governess; we didn’t know at the time we hired her that she was with child.”

      Mrs. Upton stuck her hand into the purse, rummaged around, and withdrew a crumpled letter.

      “By the time Miss Ridlington’s condition became evident, the Hills’ children had taken quite strongly to her. They couldn’t send her away.” Mrs. Upton leveled her gaze at Silas. “Miss Ridlington apologized, explaining war had claimed the baby’s father and desperation drove her to take the job.”

      Holding out the letter, Mrs. Upton licked her lips. “Miss Ridlington passed away last month. We didn’t discover that she’d lied about her past until this morning when Mr. Hill uncovered a missive in her hand, stating you were the father of Miss Juliette.”

      Silas’ hand refused to take the paper. “There’s nothing that could be written to prove this child is mine.”

      There may be one thing…

      “Please, Your Grace.” Mrs. Upton slid from the chair and dropped to her knees. “If you don’t take Miss Juliette, the Hills will send her to a workhouse.”

      “Why?” Silas’ eyes flicked to the child.

      “After discovering the extent of Miss Ridlington’s falsehoods, Mrs. Hill demanded the immediate removal of Miss Juliette.” Clasping her hands together, Mrs. Upton crawled on her knees toward Silas. “I’m to return without her.”

      “Then I suggest you do as your employer requested.” The words carved up his mouth.

      Pressing her lips together, Mrs. Upton nodded, rose, and brushed off her skirt. She dug her fingers into Juliette’s thin shoulder and steered the girl toward the exit.

      “I apologize for taking up your time,” Mrs. Upton said, depositing the letter on Silas’ desk as she passed.

      “But he didn’t read it,” Juliette whispered.

      Mrs. Upton shushed her. “His Grace is an extremely busy man. We should be grateful he agreed to see us.”

      Juliette tugged free of Mrs. Upton and spun around, tears streaming down her cheeks. “She said you were her savior.”

      “Pardon?” Silas’ chest constricted.

      “In the letter,”—Juliette stepped forward, her fingers folded into a jumbled knot—“why would Mother write that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Except, he did. Because he’d rescued a Miss Ridlington from a runaway coach ten years ago, and she’d repaid his kindness with six blissful weeks of adoration, until she vanished.

      “Come.” Mrs. Upton grabbed Juliette and yanked the girl out of the study.

      Silas crossed his study and peered around the doorframe, his gaze zeroing in on the braids hanging down Juliette’s back, the same shade he recalled winding around his fingers ten years prior.

      Was this child his?

      “Mother said⁠—”

      Mrs. Upton cut off Juliette with a sharp slap. “Your mother was a liar who took advantage of her employers’ kindness, my kindness, and attempted to foist you on an unsuspecting gentleman.”

      Juliette howled, drawing Lennox, Mr. and Miss Venning, and, after a minute, Warwick to the doorway of the parlor. Varying levels of confusion colored their faces as their heads oscillated between Silas, Mrs. Upton, and the crying child.

      Before anyone reacted, Juliette stomped her heel on Mrs. Upton’s foot, pulled free, and raced down the corridor toward Silas.

      She flung herself at him, wrapped her arms around his legs, and sobbed, “Please don’t send me away, Father.”
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      “I suspected”—Nora will never forgive me if she discovers I deceived her—“that my father’s portrait may have fallen on the pathway when my trunk was carted to the coach.”

      Skepticism passed through Nora’s eyes as her gaze slid across the icy landscape behind Winifred. “Did you discover the painting?”

      “Near the stone bench.” Winfred twisted away and stuck her fingers into her bodice, fishing for an edge of the brass frame. “Thankfully, the inclement weather hadn’t ruined the image.”

      As Nora secured the front door, Winifred swore.

      The portrait miniature had vanished!

      “That language seems a bit strong for the short stroll to our coach,” Nora said, returning the key to her reticule. “There are plenty of furs to keep us warm during the journey to the Duke of Beaufort’s residence.”

      “It’s not the temperature.” Digging her teeth into her lower lip, Winifred glanced at her sister. “I’ve misplaced my father’s picture.”

      There were no words to describe the pained expression that torqued Nora’s face into a half-grimace. She lifted her eyes to the gray sky, exhaled a heavy sigh—which crystalized instantly—then lowered her gaze, pinning Winifred.

      “Somewhere between the garden and the entrance to Miss Braddock’s residence, you lost the portrait… again?”

      In truth, it’s probably in Mother’s house, but I’m not going to admit that.

      Winifred nodded.

      “We’ll retrace your path,” Nora said through chattering teeth.

      She took Winifred’s arm, and, eyes sweeping back and forth, slogged toward the stone bench.

      A flash, half-buried in the snow, caught Winifred’s attention. She pulled free of Nora and crouched. Shoving her gloved fingers into the fluffy ice, she uncovered the item.

      “Is that the portrait?” Nora asked, bending over Winifred’s shoulder.

      “No.” She jerked away, closing her fingers around the saturated piece.

      “Winifred.” Nora swiped at Winifred’s hand, catching the pelisse’s sleeve instead. “What are you hiding?”

      “It’s nothing of import.”

      “Then you can show me.”

      “It belongs to Miss Braddock,” Winifred said, hoping the clarification would dissuade her sister’s curiosity.

      “And I currently possess the key to Miss Braddock’s residence; I doubt the revelation of this particular item will offend her.” Nora grabbed Winifred’s wrist with one hand.

      Before she could react, Nora slipped under Winifred’s arm and pried Winifred’s fingers open.

      “What is this?” Nora frowned as she plucked a piece of torn cloth from Winifred’s palm. “I don’t understand why you would hide a scrap of fabric from me.”

      Winifred sighed and gestured to the material. “Do you recognize the color?”

      “You said it belonged to Miss Braddock.” Nora rubbed the lace-trimmed section between her gloved fingers. “I assume the piece came from a gown.”

      “It did.” Winifred’s eyes widened as she willed her sister to comprehend the significance of the damaged material.

      Shrugging, Nora held out the cloth. “Miss Braddock accidentally ripped her dress.”

      “She didn’t tear this particular dress... someone else did.”

      “Oh!” Nora paled. “It occurred the night her previous fiancé attacked her.”

      Winifred nodded and shoved the torn section of cloth into her reticule.

      “You’re not going to return that to her?” Nora’s gaze followed the delicate fabric.

      “I’m going to burn it,” Winifred replied, leaning down and sifting through the snow. “Along with any other piece I find. With her recent engagement to the Duke of Lennox, the past shouldn’t continue to torment her.”

      Nora squatted and cleared a section of fluffy white from beneath a bare rose bush.

      “One day,” she said, her gaze scanning the ground, “you’ll meet a gentleman who’ll overlook your history in favor of your heart as well.”

      Mouth crooking, Winifred glanced at her sister. “Miss Braddock traveled to a different town to accomplish that feat. Are you suggesting I do the same?”

      Nora’s head whipped up. “I didn’t need to.”

      “You possess no scandals from which to hide.”

      “I bet a duke!”

      “A duke who is currently your fiancé.” Winifred held up her hand, stopping Nora’s retort. “Every gentleman residing in this town is aware of my failed relationship with Mr. Hollingsworth and my extended visit to prison.”

      “Then we shall introduce you to a newcomer.” Nora passed another portion of Miss Braddock’s ripped bodice to Winifred. “Not every man in England knows of your past.”

      It certainly seemed as though they did.

      “I do not want any assistance. No meddling, Nora,” Winifred replied, stuffing the second section of cloth into her reticule. “Focus on helping the Duke of Roxburghe find matches for the three remaining dukes participating in his ridiculous wager.”

      “If you⁠—”

      “A woman with my past isn’t rewarded with a title.” Winifred brushed away a layer of snow, exposing the cold, hard earth beneath. “Even if I were intrigued by one of his friends⁠—”

      “Who?” A glimmer exploded in Nora’s honey-hued eyes. “What’s his name?”

      “I’ve just explained,” Winifred ground the words through clenched teeth, “that I have no intention of wedding a duke.”

      “But no objection?”

      The muted crunch of snow rolled toward them, and they jerked their heads around, Winifred half-fearing their mother had come to return the missing portrait miniature.

      “Miss Webb,” Mr. Dunn called from the edge of the garden, “if we don’t leave soon, the approaching storm will prevent us from journeying to the Duke of Beaufort’s residence today.”

      “We’ve lost a small painting,” Nora said, rising. “We were hoping to recover the portrait before we departed. Would you assist us?”

      He nodded and glanced down at the base of the fence post, his gaze sliding along the walkway leading toward Miss Braddock’s house. He took one step, bent forward, and shoved his hand into a small mound of snow.

      “Is this what you’re seeking?” he asked, holding up the brass-framed oval.

      “It is!” Winifred leaped to her feet, rushed across the garden, and snatched the painting from the driver’s extended hand. “How can I repay you for finding such a valuable heirloom?”

      His eyes widened, as though he found the prospect of additional compensation to be horrific. “Your gratitude is sufficient, Miss Fernsby-Webb.”

      “How,” Nora asked, joining them on the pavement, “did your father’s picture end up over here? You said you dropped the portrait near the stone bench in the garden.”

      Winifred shrugged. “I must have been mistaken.”

      She strode to the coach, hoping her nonchalant response wouldn’t lead to more questions, took Mr. Dunn’s offered hand, and climbed into the cabin.

      Blocking the carriage’s entrance with his body, he leaned forward and retrieved a heavy fur coverlet.

      “I apologize,” Mr. Dunn murmured, spreading the blanket over Winifred’s lap, “if I’ve caused you any trouble. Had I known Miss Webb wasn’t aware of your excursion, I’d have claimed I’d found the portrait closer to the house.”

      Winifred’s gaze jumped to the space behind him, confirming her sister wasn’t near enough to overhear Mr. Dunn, then returned to his strained face.

      “Don’t think on it,” she replied, adding a reassuring smile. “Finding my father’s picture was most important.”

      Nora’s faint voice meandered around Mr. Dunn, creeping into the cabin. “How does one confuse a stone bench and a fence post?”

      Her sister wasn’t going to drop the issue until she pried the truth from Winifred.

      Mr. Dunn grimaced and mouthed a second apology, then turned, stepped aside, and held out his arm to assist Nora into the coach.

      Scooting beneath the fur blanket, Nora claimed the seat beside Winifred, shoved her hands under the coverlet, and twisted around, an expectant glow lighting her eyes.

      Again, Winifred shrugged. “I don’t have an explanation. However, I am grateful to Mr. Dunn—and you should be, too—for discovering the portrait miniature so quickly. Otherwise, we may have spent the remainder of our afternoon shivering as we searched through Miss Braddock’s snowy garden.”

      Nora rouged. “Of course, I’m thankful for Mr. Dunn’s assistance.”

      “Have you expressed those sentiments to him?” Winifred arched her eyebrows, indicating the driver with her chin.

      Nora’s blush deepened to scarlet, and she turned her head toward the door. “Mr. Dunn, I do appreciate all the assistance you’ve provided today. I’ll be certain to advise the Duke of Roxburghe of your worth.”

      “Thank you for that kindness, Miss Webb.” Mr. Dunn bowed low.

      As he closed the coach’s door, he winked at Winifred.

      Before Nora returned to the subject of the portrait’s unusual location, Winifred, forcing a bright tone into her voice, asked, “Do you know which activities the Duke of Beaufort has planned for this week?”

      “I’ve been informed about a banquet this evening, but the remaining details of his schemes weren’t shared with me.” Nora’s mouth folded into a thin line. “And, before you ask, he didn’t divulge the particulars to the Duke of Roxburghe, either.”

      “Why would the Duke of Beaufort keep the information from his friend?”

      “Friends.” Nora's gaze flicked to the frosted window, then returned to Winifred. “According to the Duke of Roxburghe, none of the guests know what’s to occur this week.”

      “That’s peculiar.” Winifred kneaded the edge of the fur.

      She knew little about the Duke of Beaufort, except that he played several instruments, he lacked the serious manner that accompanied most men of his status, and he risked his own life to protect her when their sleigh flipped.

      And he agreed to participate in the ridiculous wager to remain unattached.

      “He’s the host, and we’re subject to his… unique whims.” Nora stilled Winifred’s fingers. “However, he is a duke and therefore understands the responsibility of maintaining respect for the title.”

      Nora shivered and scrunched down under the thick coverlet. “Is there a particular activity in which you wish to participate? Perhaps a sleigh ride…”

      “My last experience nearly killed me.” Winifred leaned forward and snatched a second blanket from the opposite bench.

      “The Duke of Beaufort could have lost his life as well.” Nora took a side of the coverlet and pulled. “His only thought was to protect you.”

      I’ve seen that meddling glow previously.

      “Perhaps,” Winifred said, attempting to redirect her sister’s matchmaking intentions, “his actions were merely to preserve his own life.”

      “When we flipped over the sleigh, we discovered you trapped beneath him,” Nora replied, adjusting the second fur. “How do you explain his decision to fling himself on top of your body?”

      “Momentum.” Winifred leveled her gaze with Nora. “And before you begin plotting, the Duke of Beaufort has not once sought my company after the accident.”

      “He’s been distracted with the engagement festivities.” Nora waved away Winifred’s concern.

      “And he’ll continue to be occupied during this week.” Winifred grabbed her sister’s wrist, pinning Nora’s arm to the furs. “Swear you will not meddle.”

      “It’s not med⁠—”

      “It’s interference, and I won’t have you pushing either of us toward each other to save the Duke of Roxburghe from losing that inane wager.” Releasing Nora, Winifred raised her hand and held out her pinkie finger. “I swore I’d help you match his friends, but as I stated previously, I will not be one of those matches. Agreed?”

      “Agreed.” Nora wrapped her pinkie around Winifred’s, and they shook. “Since you’ve removed yourself from the list of potential fiancées, do you have any suggestions for the Duke of Beaufort?”

      Myself.

      Heat flooded her body at the memory of the sensation of his torso pressed against her back. Winifred frowned, taken aback by her instant, internal response to Nora’s question.

      I’m not interested in pursuing a relationship with the Duke of Beaufort!

      “With his focus on hosting, perhaps we should consider one of the other dukes,” Winifred said, ignoring the strange tightening of her chest. “Do you know the other ladies attending this week’s engagement celebration?”

      “I know one who refused.” Nora leaned closer and lowered her voice, despite their privacy. “Miss Creasey through her mother’s acerbic quill.”

      “That is one lady who shouldn’t have foregone this celebration. However…” Winifred tapped her fingertip on her lips, her mind seeking a phrase that wouldn’t sound venomous.

      She failed.

      “Do you detest the Dukes of Mansfield and Warwick so much that you’d encourage a connection to Miss Creasey?”

      “Winifred!” Nora’s eyes widened. “Miss Creasey’s family has lived in this town for generations.”

      “And despite constant exposure to this lovely locale, their attitudes have not improved one whit.” Arching her eyebrows, Winifred dared Nora to contradict the observation.

      Instead, Nora burst out laughing.

      “Against the societal expectation of my future title, I agree with your statement,” Nora said, dabbing her fingers beneath her eyes to collect the evidence of her mirth. “And I do not believe the Duke of Roxburghe would express his gratitude for my drawing Miss Creasey into our intimate circle of friends.”

      “Then whom do you suggest?”

      “To match with the Duke of Mansfield or the Duke of Warwick?”

      “Either man.” Winifred half-raised her shoulders. “I didn’t assist with the invitations.”

      Nora licked her lips and glanced out the window. “Nor did I.”

      “Only the Duke of Beaufort,” Winifred snickered, “would hold a weeklong engagement celebration shrouded in mystery.”

      “As long as there are no dead bodies in attendance⁠—”

      “They wouldn’t be dead on arrival,” Winifred said, regretting the dark direction of their conversation. “Someone would murder them during the event. That’s how it happened the last two times, is it not?”

      Nora pressed her lips together and nodded. She didn’t speak for the remainder of the voyage, and the half hour of silence left Winifred with the macabre preoccupation of imagining which of the ton’s members would next lose their life and how.

      The coach slowed and turned right, following a long drive of bare-branched beech trees toward the Duke of Beaufort’s residence. Before Mr. Dunn stopped the horses, the carriage door ripped open, and the Duke of Roxburghe stuck the upper half of his body into the cabin, tension marring his handsome face.

      “I was concerned you’d become lost,” he said, offering his hand to Nora.

      “We stopped at Miss Braddock’s residence to retrieve an item Winifred forgot,” Nora said, climbing from the coach and curling into his embrace. “With the Duke of Beaufort occupying your time, I assumed my absence would go unnoticed.”

      “First,” said the Duke of Roxburghe, raising one finger, “at all times, know that I am thinking about you.”

      A light pink flush crawled into Nora’s cheeks.

      “And second,” he said, holding out his free arm to Winifred, “Beaufort has been occupied most of the afternoon with a personal matter, leaving me to greet the arriving guests, none of whom have been my fiancée.”

      Leaning over, he murmured in Nora’s ear, and her blush deepened.

      “Who else has arrived?” Winifred asked, a sharp pang slicing through her chest as she averted her gaze from their intimate moment.

      The Duke of Roxburghe lifted his head. “Mr. Venning and his daughter; she seems quite well recovered after discovering her cousin’s body in the foyer.”

      “Based on what observation?” Winifred ignored the dark look Nora shot at the borderline disrespectful question.

      “She’s currently tending to the Duke of Lennox.”

      Nora gasped and twisted around. “Is he ill?”

      “Mr. Braddock punched him.” Amusement danced through the Duke of Roxburghe’s blue eyes. “May I escort you to your shared chamber?”

      Snickering, Winifred fell into step beside him. “I bet I can determine the reason.”

      The Duke of Roxburghe glanced over, the corner of his mouth pulling into a grin. “I’m extremely fond of wagers, Miss Fernsby-Webb. However, since I am in a similar position as Lennox, I’m certain you know what he did to earn the blow.”

      “I do.” Winifred inclined her head. “And though I may not have the physical strength to complete the same task, I’m quite certain Mr. Braddock would volunteer for the assignment should I ask him.”

      “That he would.” The Duke of Roxburghe chuckled, opening the outer door and bowing as Winifred and Nora entered the house.

      He led them across the tiled foyer, up a grand staircase, and turned left down a corridor decorated with glowing golden sconces.

      “Beautiful.” Winifred’s murmured comment caused the Duke of Roxburghe to glance back over his shoulder.

      “You seem surprised.” He stopped outside a door halfway down the hallway and reached for the handle. “Despite his tendency toward absurdity, Beaufort is titled, and his lodgings reflect that refinement.”

      Heat rose into Winifred’s cheeks. “I meant nothing but a compliment regarding his discernment for exquisite furnishings.”

      A soft grunt echoed down the corridor, and a moment later, Mr. Dunn appeared, carting two traveling trunks, one stacked atop the other. He trudged past them, entered the chamber, and deposited the chests at the end of a four-poster bed.

      “Your Grace,” he said as he exited, “do you have a few moments to discuss an issue with one of the horses?”

      “Certainly.” The Duke of Roxburghe inclined his head toward Winifred and Nora, then followed Mr. Dunn down the corridor.

      “Come,” Winifred said, slipping her arm through Nora’s and dragging her into the bedchamber. “There will be plenty of opportunities this week for the Duke of Roxburghe to earn my disapproval by attempting to seduce you.”

      Nora’s mouth popped open. “He⁠—”

      “Won’t deny my accusation.” Winifred knelt in front of her trunk and unlatched the lid. “And while you wait for that happy moment, I propose we dress for dinner.”

      “I hope,” Nora said, crouching beside Winifred, “that Cupid’s arrow rewards me with the duty to act as your guardian during your courtship. However, I ask that you delay that happy event until we return from Greece.”

      “We’re going to Greece?” Opening the trunk, Winifred frowned and shifted her attention to Nora.

      “Not you and me,” Nora said with a shake of her head. “The Duke of Roxburghe and I, after our wedding. We’ll be traveling for over two months.”

      “Oh! Of course.” Chest squeezing, Winifred dropped her eyes and dug through her clothing.

      Two months! Where would she live while Nora and the Duke of Roxburghe were visiting Greece? She possessed no funds to secure her own residence.

      The soft scrape of shoes pulled Winifred from the increasing dread boiling in her stomach, and she raised her head, her gaze meeting the hazel eyes of a young girl.

      “Good afternoon,” Winifred said, adding an encouraging smile. “Are you looking for your mother?”

      “My father,” the girl replied, tucking a loose strand of mousey-brown hair behind her ear and then holding out her hand. “My name is Miss Juliette Ridlington.”

      “It’s lovely to make your acquaintance.” Winifred shook the young girl’s slight hand. “I don’t recall meeting anyone with that name. Is your father a guest?”

      “No.” Miss Juliette giggled. “He owns this house.”

      Winifred gasped. “Your father is the Duke of Beaufort?”

      “Mama called him Silas.”
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