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        She wants to find his match…

        Meredith Drake has sworn off marriage after her disastrous union with a much older man. But when her best friend returns from war, the young widow pledges to help him find his bride.

      

        

      
        He wants to win her heart…

        Griffin Brooks grew up as the ‘spare’ son, who no one noticed. He went to war to forget that Meredith was out of his reach. But now he’s back, and no longer the ‘spare.’ With a dukedom at stake, he must take a bride. And for him, there is only one choice.

      

        

      
        The hunt is on. Will true love be the prize?

        When Meredith unexpectedly meets Griffin at a pleasure club and begins to see him in a whole new light, can he convince her to give passion…and love a chance?
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        Surrey, July 1803, The Marquess of Trentham’s Estate

      

      

      “Who do you think you shall marry, Griff?” asked Lady Meredith Drake as she tossed her fishing line back into the pond. The fourteen-year-old had just finished placing a fresh worm on her hook.

      “Marry?” Griffin Brooks wrinkled his nose. “Why would I want to think about that? I’m only sixteen.” Griffin shook his head, pulled his knees to his chest, and rested his arms atop them. He still clutched his fishing pole in his hand.

      He adored his friend Meredith. She was one of the boys, as far as Griffin was concerned. But she’d begun asking him questions like this more often lately. Far too many probing questions about the future and things like marriage and Seasons and debut balls and the like. Subjects he had little interest in.

      Griffin scrubbed a hand through his hair as he watched his line bob in the water. He and Mere were sitting on the grassy bank in front of the pond on Meredith’s father’s property. Meredith and her older brother, Ashford, were the only children of the Marquess of Trentham.

      Griffin’s own father, the Duke of Southbury, lived an hour’s ride away. And while Griffin had an older brother who was eighteen and a younger sister who was only five, he rarely spent time at home. He much preferred to go riding by himself. One day, he’d made it all the way to the Drakes’ estate, and when he returned home, no one had even noticed he’d been gone. After that he began making regular visits, and he was here so often these days he’d become part of the family.

      At first, Griffin had befriended Ash, but it soon became obvious that precocious little Meredith refused to allow the boys to have all the fun. She accompanied them on all of their excursions and adventures. She was good at all the things they did, after all. It had seemed only natural. Now, Meredith could shoot as well as the two sixteen-year-old boys. She could fish. She could fence. And she could handle a horse better than most adult men. The three friends were inseparable and had been for as long as Griffin could remember. And all these years, Griffin thought of Meredith as nothing more than one of his two closest friends. What did it matter that she was a girl?

      Only lately, he’d begun to notice that Meredith was a girl. In fact, she was quickly becoming a young woman. A beautiful young woman with her smokey-gray eyes and long dark-brown hair. And Griffin was increasingly uncomfortable with the thought that he’d begun to feel quite differently about Meredith. Quite differently indeed.

      The truth was he hadn’t answered her question because he already knew precisely who he would marry one day. It was simple. Like breathing. Meredith. He would marry Mere. It was the most effortless, obvious decision in the world.

      But they were still quite young. He needed to finish school, and Meredith needed to grow up and make her debut. It was all a long way off. And if a “spare” son knew anything—spending his life waiting around to be noticed—it was patience. Griffin was exceedingly patient. He had no intention of declaring himself until the time was precisely right.

      “I’m never going to marry,” came Ash’s voice from a little way down the bank. They’d been here all morning. Despite the fact that none of them had caught a thing, Ash was convinced that the fishing was better where he’d cast his line.

      Meredith rolled her eyes at her brother’s remark. “Of course you shall marry, Ash,” she called back. “You’ll be a marquess one day. You must produce an heir.”

      “You sound far too much like Father right now,” Ash replied, scowling.

      “But you do intend to marry one day, don’t you, Griffin?” Meredith asked, blinking at him innocently.

      “I do,” Griffin replied, clearing his throat and steadfastly refusing to look at Meredith.

      “Father says I’m to marry a duke,” Meredith announced, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin.

      “A duke?” Griffin frowned. This was the first time he’d heard her say any such thing. Why was her father discussing such topics with her already? And why would he be so specific as to stipulate a duke? Surely, Lord Trentham didn’t mean that literally. After all, Griffin was no duke.

      “Father says a lot of things,” Ash called with a frustrated sigh.

      “He says I’m to marry a duke because that’s what Mama would have wanted.” Meredith’s voice had taken on an edge of pride and wistfulness.

      Griffin sat up straighter. He made a show of pulling his line from the water and adding fresh bait to his hook, but his mind raced. What the devil was Meredith talking about? Had her father really told her such a thing? Meredith revered the memory of her late mother. The Marchioness of Trentham had died in childbirth with Meredith, and the girl had spent her entire life trying to make her mother proud. Sadly, she tried to make her father proud too, while Ash had long ago stopped trying.

      Lord Trentham was a complete horse’s arse. Everyone knew that. Everyone except Meredith. After his wife’s untimely death, Trentham had handed both children over to their nanny and left for London, where he spent all his time gambling and seeking his own pleasures. The nanny had later been replaced by a governess and a tutor, but Trentham had arranged it all from London. The man rarely came home. And when he did, it was heartbreaking to watch Meredith try so desperately to win the slightest hint of his approval and love.

      Ash, for his part, mostly ignored his father. And now that the two boys were in school at Eton, Ash rarely had to deal with the man, which was precisely how Ash preferred it. The less contact, the better. Griffin and Ash were only here now on a break from school. An event Meredith always greatly looked forward to because, otherwise, she was here alone with only her governess and tutors as company.

      “I don’t think Mother said any such thing.” Ash’s voice sounded deep and angry. It always was when discussing anything related to his father.

      “That’s what Father said,” Meredith shot back, lifting her chin again.

      “Is your father home then?” Griffin asked, hoping to stave off an argument between the siblings while still trying to make sense of Meredith’s surprising announcement.

      “His lordship arrived last night,” Ash drawled, looking none too pleased about his father’s visit.

      “That’s why we’re here,” Meredith added. “We wanted to catch him some fish for supper.”

      “You want to catch him fish for supper. I simply enjoy fishing. Besides, it’s not as if he’ll notice where his supper came from.” Disgust sounded in Ash’s voice.

      “I intend to tell him,” Meredith said in a bright tone. “If we catch a fish, that is. Some dinner we’ll have if we don’t.”

      Griffin couldn’t help himself. He didn’t want to discuss fish at a time like this. He had to know more. “Which duke will you marry?” he asked Meredith, his brow still furrowed. “There aren’t an infinite number of them, you know?”

      Meredith shrugged. “I suppose I’ll just have to see which dukes are eligible when I make my debut. I already know precisely how I want it to be.” A happy smile popped to her lips. “I shall have a successful debut and be popular, but not too popular as I shouldn’t want to be overwhelmed with offers.”

      Ash laughed and Meredith gave her brother a quelling look.

      “I shall enjoy my Season immensely. And when I meet the man I’m going to marry, he will be tall and handsome. He’ll come up to me at a ball and ask me to dance. He’ll bow over my hand and call me ‘My Lady.’ He’ll bring me flowers and take me for rides in the park.”

      Ash rolled his eyes, but Meredith was undeterred. “Then, just as I’m wondering whether he truly intends to offer, he shall invite me to the Cartwrights’ Midsummer Night’s ball, escort me out onto the balcony, fall to his knee, and tell me he loves me and ask me to marry him.”

      “That is ridiculous if you ask me,” Ash grumbled, scratching his jaw and staring into the pond.

      If Ash had been scoffing, Griffin had been listening with rapt attention. “But which duke would—?” Griffin began.

      “I only know I shall not marry your brother,” Meredith said, wrinkling up her nose. “He’s hideous.” She shuddered slightly and frowned.

      Griffin only nodded. Both Meredith and Ash knew Richard was hideous because Griffin had told them. Snobbish and full of himself, Richard had been taught by Griffin’s father to act the part of a haughty duke from a young age. Griffin had often thought it sad that Richard was encouraged to be so lofty and condescending. He was never kind to Griffin. He called him “Spare” as a jest sometimes, but Richard mostly ignored Griffin the same way their father did. Griffin had long ago learned to pay no mind to his brother’s jibes. Richard’s teasing only grew worse if Griffin responded, and Richard never faced any consequences for his actions.

      Griffin, however, was taken to task by his father for the slightest infraction. It was one of the many reasons he spent as little time as possible at home. He’d stopped longing for his brother’s friendship and his father’s attention.

      Griffin had come to believe that being the spare was a relief, really. Anticipating a future as a duke came with a lot of nonsensical responsibility, if you asked him. Only now, with Meredith declaring that she would marry a duke one day, it was the first time in Griffin’s life that he was even slightly envious of his older brother.

      Griffin took a deep breath and flung his line back into the water. For the moment, there was no sense in worrying about Meredith’s announcement. Like so many things, this situation also called for patience. There were many years before her debut. Plenty of time for things to change. Meredith just couldn’t marry a duke. She had to marry him.

      Because he loved her more than anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London, April 1816, The Duchess of Maxwell’s Drawing Room

      

      

      “It’s time you take a wife, Griff,” Meredith said as she poured herself a cup of tea.

      Sitting across from her on the sofa, Griffin nearly spit the mouthful of tea he’d just ingested. “Pardon?” he managed to say as he coughed and spluttered. Thirteen years had passed. Were they truly still discussing his marriage prospects?

      Meredith watched him from the corner of her eye. “I believe you heard me,” she said with a sly smile as she dropped first one and then another lump of sugar in her cup.

      Meredith had always adored sugar. After so many years in the army, Griffin had learned to live without it.

      Griffin set down his cup and tugged at his neckcloth. The thing was choking him all of a sudden. He’d heard her all right. He merely couldn’t believe what she’d said. “What’s brought on this sudden desire to… to…?”

      “See you married?” she supplied helpfully as she stirred her tea with a small silver spoon.

      “Indeed.”

      “It’s time, and you know it. Now that you’re the duke, you have a responsibility to produce an heir. Not to mention that you promised your mother you’d take a wife the year you turn thirty.” Meredith finished her explanation with a solid nod.

      Griffin knew that nod. It was the nod that indicated she was right, and he could not argue with her. Well, he could argue with her, but he wouldn’t win.

      And she was right. Now that he was the blasted Duke of Southbury, he did need to produce an heir. Because Richard, his arse of an older brother—may he rest in peace—had failed to produce one before he’d gone and broken his idiotic neck during an inebriated horse race. Richard was inebriated. The horse was entirely clearheaded as far as Griffin knew.

      “Am I thirty already?” he drawled, arching a brow at Meredith and allowing the hint of a smile to touch his lips. Anything to keep the subject off marriage. And hadn’t he perfected making light of everything in front of Mere? Nothing was ever serious between them. Always light. Always a jest. Much easier that way.

      He glanced over at Meredith. In the year since he’d been back from the war, Griffin, Meredith, and Ash had fallen easily back into their old friendship. It was almost as if Griffin hadn’t been gone for over eight years. It was nearly as if Meredith hadn’t married the old Duke of Maxwell at eighteen and become a widow last year at the age of six and twenty. It was practically as if Griffin hadn’t completely ignored his brother’s funeral and his father’s demands that he return to London to stay safe since he’d become the heir to the dukedom. And it was not quite as if Griffin hadn’t ignored his father’s funeral two years ago and returned to London only after the war had ended and there was no one left to fight. In fact, despite his father’s repeated insistence that Griffin return the moment he realized his “spare” was needed, Griffin had stayed through Waterloo. He earned the respect of the men who fought under him, his peers, his commanding officers, Parliament, and the King himself. But he still hadn’t made Father proud. Of course not.

      When Griffin came home, he’d half-hoped his feelings for Meredith would no longer be there. That the two of them could simply be friends, the way they had been when they’d first met. It would make everything much simpler.

      Only he’d quickly realized that the years hadn’t diminished his feelings for her at all. And even though they’d written to each other while he was gone, seeing her again had been like a punch to the gut, visceral and painful, nearly making him double over. Because while Meredith had been a lovely eighteen-year-old, the years had only enhanced her beauty. She’d grown into a more radiant woman than Griffin had ever imagined. And to this minute, his heart ached for her every time he saw her. Because if there was one thing Meredith had been clear on, not just in her letters but in everything she did and said since Griffin’s return, it was her adamance that she would never marry again.

      Meredith hadn’t shared details of her marriage. Their letters had been filled with other things—gossip, frivolity, and commentary about Ash’s latest foibles. But never anything too revealing. Never anything too unhappy. It was as if both Griffin and Meredith had an unspoken pact to only share the good parts of their lives, because the realities at the time had been too awful to impart.

      And while Griffin knew very little about her marriage, he knew three things. Maxwell had spent most of his time in London, while Meredith remained in the country. They had never had a child. And as a result of whatever had happened between Meredith and her late husband, she abhorred the institution of marriage.

      “You know you turn thirty this autumn,” Meredith continued, pulling Griffin from his memories. “Your mother is at her wits’ end. She’s waited long enough, don’t you think?”

      Griffin expelled a long breath. Blast it. He had promised his mother he’d take a wife, but that promise had been made years ago, back when he’d been a soldier. Back when he’d assumed—no, hoped—he wouldn’t even live through the war. He’d made the promise to his mother via letter. Of course, Mama, who adored Meredith, had immediately told her the news. And Meredith had the memory of an elephant. She forgot nothing. Neither did Mama. Which meant…he should have known this day was coming.

      “Fine. What are you proposing?” Griffin said with another sigh, already aware he would regret asking.

      “This is the year,” Meredith announced after taking a sip of her tea. “With Gemma’s debut this week, it’s the perfect time. We’re going out in Society. I’ve been out of mourning, and you’ve been back in London for nearly a year. In addition to helping Gemma make a match, it’s time you find a wife. And I intend to help you and your sister. What’s the point of being a duchess if you cannot help your friends?” There was that resolute nod again.

      Ah, yes. Friends. They were friends. She reminded him of that often. He wanted to growl. Instead, he ensured that his voice sounded nothing but nonchalant. “Seems quite a lot to take on.” He’d perfected it over the years, sounding completely indifferent about his emotions. An effect of being ignored as a child and madly in love with a woman who didn’t love him back.

      Meredith was right. This was the year. But not for her to help him find a wife. It was time for him to show Meredith they were perfect for each other. Endeavor to change her mind about marriage.

      And he had a plan.

      He’d never forgotten Meredith’s dream to be courted, given flowers, and taken for rides in the park. Her dream had turned into a nightmare when her father had unceremoniously announced her betrothal to the old Duke of Maxwell at the start of her first Season. But Griffin intended to change all that. He intended to make her dream come true. He would ask her to marry him at the Cartwrights’ annual Midsummer Night’s Ball. Because if Griffin was going to marry, it had to be Meredith.
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        Five Nights Later, The Cranberrys’ Ballroom

      

      

      Meredith twirled in a circle as she took in the sights and sounds of the crowded space. She was wearing a new gown she’d commissioned specially for the occasion. Lavender silk with an empire waist and tiny circles embroidered along the hem and sleeves. Her hair was pinned atop her head in a chignon, and she wore white slippers and gloves, and a diamond necklace that had belonged to her mother.

      Mama. The thought of her always made Meredith’s throat tighten. What would Mama think of her now? Would she be proud that Meredith had become a duchess? Or would she be horrified that Meredith had failed as a wife by being unable to produce an heir to the Maxwell dukedom?

      Meredith shook herself and forced a smile to her lips. This wasn’t the time to be melancholy. Or to ruminate on the awful past. It was the first ball of the London Season. Exciting and full of promise, filled with debutantes and gentlemen in search of proper wives. And this year, darling Gemma, Griffin’s younger sister, was among them. Meredith adored Gemma, and she’d promised to help the girl navigate the Season. Meredith may not have had the courtship and marriage of her dreams, but she wished it for Gemma more than anything.

      She knew exactly how Gemma felt, after all. The first ball of Meredith’s first Season had been in this very place—the Cranberrys’ ballroom. The family had hosted the first ball of the Season for as long as anyone could remember. Meredith glanced up at the chandelier filled with candles and, for a moment, it was as if she’d stepped back in time. Back to that night.

      She’d been so full of hope. So convinced she would finally have a chance to prove herself to her father, to finally make him proud. She’d been planning to find the perfect suitor. A duke, just as Father had said. Just as Mama had wanted.

      Meredith had set her sights on the Duke of Grovemont. He was handsome and young and from a good family with a large fortune. What’s more, Ash and Griffin both liked him, and she trusted their judgement implicitly. She didn’t know it that night, but she needn’t have bothered trying to garner Grovemont’s attention.

      Not a sennight after her debut, Meredith was having supper with Father at his town house. Their dinners had become a regular occurrence since she’d come to London to prepare for the Season. In fact, Meredith had seen more of her father that month than she had the entirety of her childhood. She’d already decided that Society was ever so much more exciting than being stuck out in the countryside, alone. She was enjoying every moment of her first Season, just as she’d always known she would.
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        * * *

      

      “Come to my study after dinner, Meredith,” Father said as if it were an afterthought or something he’d just remembered. “There’s something I need to speak to you about.”

      Meredith, of course, was certain he wanted to discuss her marriage prospects. She was dutifully prepared to tell him about her promising dance with the Duke of Grovemont at the Whitfields’ ball the prior evening.

      But when Meredith entered her father’s study an hour later and took a seat in the large leather chair in front of his desk, he tossed a small stack of papers toward her and managed a tight, brief smile.

      “There,” he said, ever cryptic.

      She pursed her lips and tipped her head to the side, not at all certain what he meant. “What is this?”

      Father nodded at the papers. “It’s all settled. You’ll marry the Duke of Maxwell after the banns are read.”

      Meredith’s heart plummeted to her stomach. “What?”

      “The contract has been signed,” Father reported.

      Panic clawed at Meredith’s insides. “But the Duke of Maxwell is…quite…old, is he not?” Her voice was high and thin, and she hated it.

      “What does that have to do with it?” Father barked, narrowing his eyes on her, already disapproving.

      “It’s just that…” She searched her mind for the proper words. There had to be some way to make Father understand. “I barely know him. I don’t—” She’d been about to say she didn’t like what she did know about him. Not only was Maxwell old and unattractive, but there had also been rumors that he’d been cruel to his late wife. She’d died many years ago, but the rumors continued to swirl.

      Her father impatiently slashed his hand through the air. “I thought you’d be pleased about this, Meredith. After all, you’ll be a duchess. It’s what your mother wanted.” He grabbed his lapels and stared at her, anger radiating from him in nearly palpable waves.

      “Did Mama know the Duke of Maxwell?” Meredith ventured, still hating how timid her voice sounded.

      “What does that have to do with it? One duke is as good as the next. Maxwell’s finances are in order. And he’s willing to marry you. He doesn’t seem to care that you do unladylike things like wear breeches and ride horses astride.”

      Meredith's cheeks burned. She’d spent her childhood knowing she wasn’t exactly a proper young woman. But she’d had no one to show her. Other than her governess, who had been more interested in gossiping with the other servants than doing her job. As a result, Meredith had spent much of her youth gallivanting about the countryside with her brother and Griffin. She’d never considered how it might affect her marriage prospects. And if Father had been concerned about that, why hadn’t he ever mentioned it?

      She shook her head. There was no time to worry about that now. It took effort to breathe with the notion of marrying the elderly Duke of Maxwell encompassing her every thought. She had to think. Father had said one duke was as good as the next. Perhaps she should come at this a different way.

      “I was hoping to catch the Duke of Grovemont’s eye,” she offered with a bright smile.

      Her father scowled. “Grovemont’s still a pup. And his family’s holdings aren’t as vast as Maxwell’s.”

      Meredith swallowed hard. This couldn’t be happening. Unwanted tears filled her eyes. “Yes, but⁠—”

      “But nothing. Maxwell it is.” Father slammed his fist on the top of the desk, making the ominous stack of papers bounce.

      Meredith folded her hands together in her lap and stared down at them. “But, Father, I don’t want⁠—”

      Father leaned over the desk until his face was level with hers. Spittle flew from his lips. “What you want has nothing to do with this.” His voice was hard and cold. His face had become a frightening mask. “You’re my daughter and you’ll do as you’re told. The papers have already been signed.”

      Meredith swallowed hard and blinked back the tears that threatened to fall. She nodded slowly as the reality of the situation filtered through her mind. Father was right. Her entire life, he’d only asked this one thing of her. And it was what Mama had wanted too. Hadn’t Meredith always wanted to please Father? Hadn’t she always wanted him to approve of her? To praise her for something? She would do as she was told.

      “Very well,” she said stoically. It wasn’t as if she’d be the first or the last young woman to marry a man of her father’s choosing. She had to be brave. “I’ll marry Maxwell.”

      Father’s face transformed into a wide, satisfied smile, and relief spread through Meredith’s veins. She’d finally done it. She’d finally made him happy. He’d never smiled at her before, she realized.

      “Excellent,” Father said, straightening back to his full height. “We’ll have the banns read and put the announcement in the papers.”

      Father left the room whistling.

      Meredith cried herself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Ash had made a jest of it. Griffin had first tried to talk her out of it, then he’d left. But she’d gone through with the marriage, nonetheless. Of course, she’d gone on to be a colossal failure. She’d failed to do the one thing that was her sacred duty as a wife— produce an heir. Father had died a few years after her wedding. At least he hadn’t lived to witness her shame.

      Meredith shook her head to clear it of the unsettling thoughts of the past. Tonight wasn’t about bad memories. Tonight was about Gemma’s debut…and Griffin’s impending betrothal. Her friends needed her help. Gemma was a dear, and she loved the girl as if she were her own sister. And Griffin, well, Griffin had been like a second brother to her for as long as she could remember.

      Meredith was worried about Griff. She’d worried about him for years, actually. Even though they’d had a row the night before he left—the night she’d told him about her betrothal to Maxwell—she’d spent endless nights praying for Griffin’s safe return from the war.

      He’d been different when he returned. There was no denying that. He’d had lines around the corners of his eyes, a permanent furrow to his brow, and he was far less quick to smile. But her dear friend was still there, and over the course of the past year, she’d been able to cajole him into laughing a bit more, enjoying himself a little…to remember the carefree, happy young man he’d once been.

      Meredith had needed time too, of course. The years with Maxwell had taken their toll. To be sure, she hadn’t been sad when her husband died, and she hadn’t even felt guilty over her lack of grief. Awful of her, perhaps. But how could you mourn someone you barely knew? Someone who’d treated you like a stranger? Someone who harshly blamed you for failing to give him an heir?

      No. She wouldn’t think of it. Wouldn’t think of him. That was all in the past, and it was high time both Meredith and Griffin stopped living in the past. They needed to enjoy themselves.

      Griffin had an obligation to marry and produce an heir. He might not care about making his father proud, but his mother desperately wanted a grandchild. It was all she talked about. And Meredith and Griffin both loved the duchess very much.

      As for Meredith enjoying herself…there was something else. Something she intended to do this Season. Something she hoped would clear away all the bad memories from her time with Maxwell. Something long overdue that she only planned to share with her closest friends. But first, she must see to Gemma and Griffin.

      Meredith scanned the ballroom to find Gemma standing in a large group of young ladies near the wall. The eighteen-year-old was wearing a white satin gown with pearls at her neck and matching pearl earbobs. Gemma was tall and willowy with short, curly dark hair and large, kind eyes. Gemma liked to say that she was awkward. That she was too tall, her neck far too long, her eyes far too large for her face, and that her hair was an unruly mess. But she’d been assured repeatedly by her mother that the women in their family took a bit longer than others to come into their beauty. They all expected that once she blossomed, Gemma would be more beautiful than they could imagine. In the meantime, her lack of classical beauty didn’t bother Gemma in the least. Perpetually happy, the girl had decided to devote herself this Season to enjoying herself and helping her many friends find agreeable matches. It was so like Gemma to think of others before herself. She had the most fiercely loyal, kind heart of anyone Meredith had ever known, and that, of course, was far more important than physical beauty.

      Gemma came galloping over and stopped in front of Meredith, tapping her foot on the parquet floor.

      “You won’t believe what’s happened,” Gemma announced, crossing her arms over her chest. The girl had a fierce look in her eye that Meredith recognized immediately. The Southbury Stubborn Streak.

      “What’s wrong, darling?” Meredith reached out to touch Gemma’s gloved elbow.

      “Lady Mary Costner, that’s what’s wrong,” Gemma nearly growled.

      Meredith narrowed her eyes. She’d heard that name before and it was never associated with anything good. “What did Lady Mary do?”

      “She’s threatened all the other debutantes. She told all the girls that if she sees them dancing with any of the most eligible bachelors, she will spread rumors about them and ruin their reputations.”

      Meredith frowned, letting her hand fall back to her side. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I wish I wasn’t. Hideous girl. Who does she think she is?” Gemma plunked her gloved fists on her narrow hips.

      Meredith glanced over to the large group of debutantes huddled against the wall. “Is that why all the young ladies are flocked together this evening?”

      “Yes.” Gemma nodded. “I intend to do something about it.”

      Warning bells sounded in Meredith’s head. “Gemma, be careful,” she advised. “These sorts of things can become messy. Scandal has a way of finding even the most unlikely victim.” Meredith was thinking of her own dear friend, Clare Handleton. Clare knew all too well how quickly a scandal could ruin a debutante.

      “I’ll be careful,” Gemma agreed, “but I refuse to let Lady Mary intimidate me. I intend to rally the troops to dance with all the eligible gentlemen!” Gemma declared before lifting her skirts and hurrying off in the direction of the wallflowers.

      Meredith watched her go, biting her lip. Gemma always meant well, but she had the same stubbornness Griffin did when she made up her mind about something. And unlike Griffin, Gemma was exceedingly impatient.

      Meredith should discuss the situation with Gemma’s mother. She turned to search the ballroom for the older woman, but she found Griffin standing in front of her. A smile popped to her lips. “There you are, Griff.”

      Griffin was dressed in his best. All black evening attire with a white shirtfront and waistcoat and a perfectly starched snowy cravat. His dark eyes were shining with mischief, and it looked as if he’d just recently scrubbed a hand through his thick, dark hair. He was so tall and fit and handsome. It was entirely unfair of him to be so good-looking and an eligible duke. He would make some fortunate lady an excellent husband.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” Griffin said. “I was speaking to some friends across the room. I just saw Gemma leave. Is she enjoying herself?”

      Meredith sighed. “I’m afraid she’s taking it upon herself to champion the wallflowers.”

      Griffin shook his head. “That sounds like Gemma.”

      “Yes, well, I intend to speak with your mother about it later, but since you’re here…” She gave Griffin a sly smile.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” His deep voice was filled with suspicion.

      “Like what?” She shrugged innocently.

      Griffin narrowed his eyes on her. “Like I’m the first prize at the county fair.”

      Meredith threw back her head and laughed. “You just might be. You are, after all, an eligible duke, one who is looking for a wife this Season. And you are in the middle of a ton ball.”

      He winced. “Which means?”

      “Which means…” Meredith clapped her hands together. “Let the duchess hunt begin.”
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