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            Author’s Note

         

         A DUKE WORTH FIGHTING FOR is a story of overcoming the tragedies of the past to find happiness and love. However, it also contains content that may distress some readers. For content warnings, please visit my website:
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         Affectionately Yours,
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            Chapter 1

            The Isle of Synne, September 1819

         

         
            Mrs. Aaron Kitteridge,

            Your husband was not the hero you believe him to be. I was witness to his cowardice at Waterloo, how he ran just before his death, leaving his fellow men to die, turning traitor to his country. If you wish to keep this fact silent—as I’m sure you must, related as you are to a viscount and not one, but two dukes—you will pay to do so. I require the sum of one hundred pounds to make certain I don’t send off letters to every major paper in the country detailing your husband’s cowardly retreat. I shall give you a full month, until the first of October, to secure the amount; I shall write to you when the date approaches to instruct you where to leave the funds.

            Don’t fail me in this.

         

         Where in God’s name was she going to get one hundred pounds?

         The question had been burning through Mrs. Margery Kitteridge’s mind ever since the arrival of the blackmail letter two days ago. It had devastated her, that letter. Not that she had believed for a moment that her Aaron had been capable of turning his back on his fellow soldiers. He had been the most honorable, the most courageous man she had ever known. It was one of the reasons she had loved him so.

         But who could possibly wish to cast such a dark cloud on him? Who could possibly hate him enough to commit such a heinous act?

         Had the person known him? Had he served in the same regiment as Aaron, sat at meals with him, perhaps talked and laughed with him? Her mind drifted to the veterans who had come to settle on the Isle of Synne after the war, to make a new home here. She thought of their kindness, their friendship and support. And, not for the first time in the past two days, she considered the possibility of one of those men committing such a horrible crime.

         Her mind recoiled from the very idea. No, it could not have been anyone who had known him. To have known Aaron was to see how innately good he had been.

         Regardless of who the blackmailer was, however, she could not let this villain lie and besmirch her husband’s good name. No, she would fight to preserve his memory until her dying day.

         But, though she tried to focus on the gaiety surrounding her—with so much of her family back on the Isle, this should be a time of celebration and joy, after all—there was no escaping the fact that she did not have the funds needed to pay off the blackmailer.

         She could go to a number of family members for the money, of course. They would be only too happy to help her financially. But an image of her father rose up in her mind, his fury a palpable thing as he’d attempted to dissuade her from marrying Aaron.

         “He will ruin you,” he’d railed, his face red, his steps growing more agitated by the second as he’d paced the floor of his study. “He’s nothing but a poor blacksmith’s son, a simple soldier. You are the daughter of a viscount, the great-granddaughter of a duke. You would sink so low as to marry some nobody?”

         Margery had grasped tight to Aaron’s hand and smiled firmly up at him. His beloved face had been drawn with worry, pain etched in his gentle eyes. “He’s not a nobody to me, Father,” she’d replied with quiet pride. “Aaron is a good man, an honorable man. And I love him, with my whole heart. I’m going to marry him, even if I have to elope to do it.”

         “Then you are cut off,” her father had snarled. “I disown you.”

         The words had cut Margery to the quick. Instead of crying and begging her father’s forgiveness, as he no doubt expected, however, Margery had raised her chin, and with a shaky voice, said, “Very well. Goodbye, Father.”

         As she’d left with Aaron, however, her father had called after her, “You’ll be back. If not to me for funds, then your grandmother, or your cousin the duke. This soldier of yours will break your heart and ruin you, mark my words.”

         Despite her father’s proclamations, however, and despite the heartache the split from him had caused, Margery had never regretted her decision to marry Aaron. And they’d been happy, for what little time they’d had together. When he’d died at Waterloo, she’d nearly been destroyed from the grief of it. It was as if half her soul had died along with him. In the four years since that devastating day, she’d healed. For the most part. She’d found meaning and purpose with the rest of her family, those that had given her support and love through all the joys and sorrows that had followed her elopement. And though she missed her dear Aaron every day, she’d found happiness in her place in the world.

         Until the letter had arrived…

         She shook her head sharply. No, she would not think of that now. There would be plenty of time, after all, to find a way to secure the funds. The portion she’d received from her mother upon her death some years ago, while enough to live modestly on, could never cover the amount needed, but surely there was something she could do, mayhap something she could sell.

         Again her father’s cruel words flashed through her mind. Whatever solution she found, however, she would do it on her own. She would not give her father the satisfaction of seeing her crawl to any of her family for funds.

         Her grandmother’s strident voice broke into her thoughts then, blessedly distracting her from her miserable musings.

         “And when will I be able to visit Swallowhill and see the changes you’ve made, I ask you?”

         Margery’s cousin Clara, now Duchess of Reigate, gave her husband an amused glance, her hand drifting over her swollen belly. “Soon, Aunt Olivia. Lenora is finishing up the mural in the nursery and we want it just so before we unveil it to you.”

         “Poppycock,” Gran grumbled. “I’ve waited long enough. It’s been over a year since you had the work started on the house, after all. And all that time while it was being done, with you traipsing about the globe and refusing to allow me near the place until your return, I’ve been patient.”

         “And we appreciate your impressive patience, dear aunt,” Clara’s husband, Quincy, Duke of Reigate, drawled with his easy grin.

         “Flirt,” Gran muttered, though her heavily lined cheeks pinkened. “Don’t think to charm me, m’boy.”

         “I would never,” Quincy declared with impressive solemnity, before ruining the effect with a wink.

         Margery, her troubles forgotten for the time being, smiled fondly at the exchange and glanced about her grandmother’s sitting room. Clara and Quincy, who had returned to Synne some weeks ago for the birth of their first child, were not the only ones present. Clara’s sister, Phoebe, had just arrived that afternoon with her husband, Lord Oswin, as support for the soon-to-be parents. Margery’s cousin Peter, Duke of Dane, and his wife, Lenora—who also happened to be Margery’s closest friend—were there as well, their infant daughter, Charlotte, slumbering peacefully in her father’s massive arms. And, of course, Margery’s grandmother, the dowager Lady Tesh, was seated amid them all, her darling pup, Freya, resting on a cushion beside her. Miss Katrina Denby, Lady Tesh’s new companion, was ever attentive at her side, as was Miss Denby’s dog, somehow named Mouse, though the creature was nearly as large as a horse. Gran looked as pleased as any one person should. No wonder, for there was no doubt in Margery’s mind that Gran had something to do with each happy union present.

         Margery was thrilled for them. She adored them all, and knowing they were all so happily matched gave her the greatest joy. Yet for a haunting moment, as she glanced about the room and took in these couples who were so very much in love, Margery felt her loneliness like a suffocating cloak about her. Not that she was alone, of course. Not with so many of her loved ones surrounding her. Yet she was lonely just the same. She missed her dear Aaron every single day. At times like these, however, his loss was felt all the more, their stolen future almost too painful to bear. And now with the added grief of someone trying to soil his name? She clenched her teeth tight, her fingers finding the thin gold band that cradled her fourth finger. She would do anything to prevent that from happening, to keep these people who had supported her in her marriage in open defiance of her father from thinking even one unkind thought about Aaron.

         “I do hope you’re not planning on leaving again right after that baby of yours is born,” her grandmother said, shooting Quincy and Clara a disgruntled look. “I vow, a year is too long to be off running wild while we’re stuck here on Synne.”

         “Stuck?” Peter queried with a raised golden brow, looking up from his daughter’s peaceful features. “I thought you loved it here, Aunt.”

         “I do, I do,” she grumbled, waving a heavily beringed hand in dismissal. “But that does not mean I don’t like to travel now and again. Not that any of you care a bit what I like.” She sniffed, her offense palpable.

         Peter, as expected, rolled his eyes. The two were ever at one another’s throats—a pastime that seemed dear to them if the wicked joy they each took in taunting one another was any indication. He kept his voice low and pleasing when he spoke, however, the better to keep his daughter slumbering. A far cry from the gruff grumbling he usually adopted with the dowager. “We have only just returned from London.”

         Gran rolled her eyes right back at him. “That was well over a year ago, and you know it. And at my advanced years, goodness knows how much time I might have left…”

         Phoebe exchanged amused glances with her sister before turning to the older woman. “Oswin and I will be heading to London for the return to Parliament in November, Aunt Olivia. We would be happy to take you with us.”

         “As if I would want to return to that dirty, smelly place,” she scoffed. “And in winter, of all times.”

         That sharp pronouncement was met with faint amusement by most of them. The only one seemingly affected at all by it was Miss Denby, who bit her lip in worry while simultaneously shooing her beast of a dog away from Freya. Mouse had been enamored of the smaller pup from the moment he’d stepped foot—er, paw—in Seacliff, and that adoration had not ceased, but instead it only grew stronger. It was a comical thing, indeed, as Freya was approximately the size of Mouse’s head, and seemed to view him as nothing more than an annoying gnat buzzing about her.

         But while most in society thought of Miss Denby as a stunning if flighty thing with nothing of any substance between her ears, she had shown over the past weeks since taking her position that she was not stupid. Having learned to take her cues from the rest of the family regarding her irascible employer, she took stock of the room and settled back in her seat with a relieved sigh, her hand firmly on Mouse’s collar, once it became apparent that there was no danger.

         “Besides,” the older woman continued, her expression turning suddenly sly, “I’m expecting a guest and won’t have time for traveling willy-nilly all over England.”

         There was a moment of stunned silence. And then Peter’s voice, overloud in the sudden quiet of the room: “Who would be visiting you?” Wee Charlotte opened pale blue eyes the same hue as her father’s and scrunched up her face in preparation of a squall, seemingly more than happy to jump in at the dowager’s defense.

         “Peter,” Lenora scolded gently, taking up her daughter with a smile. “Don’t tease your aunt so.”

         “Now, now, Lenora,” Quincy said, leaving off whispering with his blushing wife to jump into the fray, “the man has every right to be surprised. I know I am.” He grunted, grinning, as Clara elbowed him in the side. “That is,” he amended, trying and failing spectacularly at looking contrite, “Lady Tesh doesn’t seem like the type to entertain.” Doing a poor job of holding in his laughter as his wife attempted to place a silencing hand over his mouth, he continued louder, “Besides housing Peter and me that fateful summer two years ago, I’ve not known her to have any guests for a lengthy stay.”

         Gran glared at him. “I shall not miss your impertinence one bit when you go sailing off again, young man.”

         “Yes you will,” he quipped, giving the older woman another broad wink.

         Clara spoke up then. “Quincy, darling, do stop antagonizing her. Of course Aunt Olivia has entertained guests besides you.”

         “Oh, really? Name one.” He looked down at his wife with smug expectance.

         “Well, there’s…” She paused, blinking in befuddlement. “That is, there was that one time…” Clara frowned, looking to her sister. “Goodness, I can’t recall a one, can you?”

         Gran let loose a low growl that had her pup raising her head in confusion. “Oh, you all vex me so. Well, you may as well go right ahead and continue to make me the brunt of your jokes, but I know you’ll all miss me when I’m gone.”

         It had been a common enough refrain in the past that it roused only the weakest responses from those around her. In an effort to redirect the quickly spiraling conversation, Margery spoke up. “But you were telling us of your guest, Gran? I vow, I’m waiting on tenterhooks to learn who might be visiting.”

         The others took the hint, thank goodness, and added their rousing curiosity. Mollified by what she must deem as appropriate interest, Gran’s outrage melted away. That did not mean, however, that she had forgotten the effrontery of the past minutes. “Well, now,” she said, raising her nose high in the air, “I’m not sure I want to tell you all after that display.”

         Margery knew her grandmother well enough to recognize that her ire had passed, and she now only held on to the remnants of it because of an excess of pride. “Of course, it’s your right not to say a thing,” she said in a seemingly offhand manner.

         Gran glared at her. “Oh no you don’t. You won’t get out of it that easy.” She took stock of the room, no doubt verifying she had everyone’s undivided attention. “You all, of course, know of my very great friendship with the Duchess of Carlisle.”

         Margery, of course, did not. She recalled vaguely that the viscountess and the duchess had exchanged letters sporadically over the years. The relationship between the two, however, never seemed particularly close. But she nodded and smiled all the same, as did everyone else.

         Gran ran her fingers through the white mop of fur that topped Freya’s head. “She wrote not long ago telling me of her poor health and a need for sea air. I, being the caring woman I am, insisted she visit for a time.”

         How Margery did not snort at that, she would never know. Peter and Quincy, of course, were not so circumspect. Blessedly their wives knew them well, and soon the two men were coughing to cover up their less-than-complimentary reactions.

         “How wonderful to have your friend for a stay,” Clara said.

         “Yes,” the older woman mused, eyeing the two men with a stern glare but blessedly refraining from commenting on their rudeness. “It will be a refreshing change. I do grow lonely at times.”

         Margery kept her expression serene, though she wanted nothing more than to sigh in exasperation. “You’re hardly alone, Gran,” she said. “I’m staying here with you, after all. And now you have dear Miss Denby and Mouse to keep you company. And with Phoebe and Clara and their spouses on the Isle, and dear little Charlotte beginning to visit as well, I’d say you’re kept quite busy with company.”

         “That’s all well and good,” Gran said, “except everyone has their own concerns and responsibilities to keep them busy, and I’m merely an afterthought. Except with Katrina, of course,” she grumbled, giving the young woman an arch look. “But I pay her to be here.”

         “Oh, Lady Tesh,” Miss Denby exclaimed in her exuberant way, her pixie face alight with emotion. “I assure you, I would not want to be anywhere else. And neither would Mouse.” She finished with a fond smile for her dog, who had wormed his way free of Miss Denby’s grip and was prostrate once more before Freya, his eyes glazed with adoration. Freya, for her part, merely sniffed imperiously and turned away.

         As Miss Denby continued to fuss over Gran—and Mouse continued to sigh in raptures over Freya—Margery tried and failed to stem her hurt from her grandmother’s speech. The irascible Lady Tesh was deemed “irascible” for a reason, after all. She was outspoken on anything that vexed her. And there was plenty that vexed her.

         Yet Margery could not seem to let it go. Though she had vehemently refused any monetary help—her pride would not allow her to do any less—Gran had given her unfailing emotional support. And not only during the falling-out with her father and throughout her short marriage, but also when she’d been left heartbroken and in reduced circumstances, as Lord Tesh had predicted. Margery had always tried to make certain Gran knew how much she was loved and appreciated. But mayhap, in the chaos of the past months with Charlotte’s birth and Clara and Quincy’s arrival—and, more recently, with the arrival of the blackmail letter—the dowager viscountess had become something of an afterthought for her.

         As Miss Denby hurried away on some errand, pulling Mouse along with her to prevent the beast from smothering Freya, Margery leaned toward her grandmother and laid a hand over hers. “I’m sorry for deserting you, Gran,” she said quietly.

         The older woman sighed and patted Margery’s hand. “I know you’ve been kept busy. And I would not have you any other way than the kind, generous person you are.”

         A sudden sting of tears had Margery blinking. Gran was brusque and blunt, and quite the most opinionated person Margery knew, speaking her thoughts often without regard for the feelings of others. Though she loved her family fiercely, affectionate words were not often offered up. Which made that little speech all the more dear.

         She gave her grandmother a watery smile. “Thank you, Gran.”

         For a shining moment the viscountess appeared completely overcome, her brown eyes, so like Margery’s in color if not in temperament, shining bright with tears. But she was not one for the softer emotions. She straightened, clearing her throat, and the moment was gone, the stern lady back in place.

         “That does not mean I am not vexed with you.”

         “Of course,” Margery murmured contritely, fighting a fond smile. “And I shall endeavor to make myself indispensable to you now that Phoebe is here for Clara.”

         A sudden crafty expression came over the older woman’s lined features. “Is that a promise, my girl?”

         Why, Margery thought in sudden panic, did she feel like a chicken being stalked by a fox? She cast a desperate, confused glance Lenora’s way. Her friend stared back in a kind of surprised dread but could only shrug, seeming as bewildered and taken aback as Margery.

         “Well?” her grandmother demanded.

         “Er, very well, Gran,” Margery said. “I promise.”

         The older woman grinned and thumped her cane on the ground. “Splendid.”

         As Margery managed a sickly smile, wondering just what she had inadvertently entangled herself in, Phoebe asked, “When is Her Grace expected to arrive, Aunt Olivia?”

         Gran opened her mouth to answer. Just then, however, the front bell rang, echoing its sonorous tones through the house. Her face broke into a smug smile that seemed to hold a wealth of knowledge. “They’re set to arrive now.”

         They all turned their attention to the sitting room door like a flock of…sheep? Truly, she was getting tired of feeling like a barnyard animal. Not one of them made a sound, their curiosity over this unknown friend of the viscountess a potent thing. Even wee Charlotte, who had continued to fuss despite her mother’s rocking, fell silent. A low murmur of voices sounded, followed by several sets of footsteps coming closer, one with—an uneven gait?

         Curiosity was palpable in the air. But for Margery it was more, a strange anticipation sizzling along her nerves. She clenched her hands tightly in her lap, trying to understand her baffling reaction. It could only be because of her grandmother’s peculiar demand for a promise that Margery make herself indispensable to her. It had thrown her off completely. Though it must surely be innocent, merely the older woman wanting to make certain she was not abandoned. As if Margery could ever abandon her, as dear as she was to her.

         That did not lessen the sudden unease in Margery’s gut, however. It increased as the footsteps grew closer and she felt a churning in her belly. And then the butler was entering the room, a painfully thin, pale woman at his heels.

         But Margery hardly saw her. Her entire attention had been snagged by the behemoth of a man that followed.

         Tall and stocky, with harsh features that appeared chiseled from stone, his eyes swept over them all as if taking stock of a battlefield before a charge. He stood ramrod straight, his broad shoulders a tense line under the snug fit of his stark black jacket. There was nothing remotely soft or welcoming about him.

         Yet, for the life of her, she could not tear her eyes from him.

         Just then his gaze shifted to her. If Margery had looked up to see the ceiling opened to the sky and storm clouds raining electric jolts of lightning down on her she would not have been the least surprised.

         “Goodness,” she whispered, quite without meaning to.

         Blessedly Gran didn’t hear her. She was too busy rising to her feet. Flustered, Margery sprang up and assisted her.

         “My dear Helen,” Gran said with a broad smile. “I vow, you look just as you did all those years ago when you took London by storm and snagged yourself a duke.”

         “Olivia,” the duchess said with a trembling smile, rushing forward to embrace the dowager viscountess. “I’ve missed you these past years. How is it that time flies so swiftly?”

         “I wish I knew.” Gran’s eyes shifted to the large man who had accompanied the duchess, still standing in the doorway. “And this must be your son. I vow, Helen, I did not expect such a giant. Well, then, my boy, come here so I might have a better look at you.”

         Margery, trying her best not to look at the man in question, gaped at her grandmother. She was just about to quietly berate her for her rudeness—truly, the woman had no boundaries when it came to speaking her mind—when she heard it again, an uneven thumping. Quite against her will her gaze shifted back to the man, only now noticing his limping gait and the heavy way he leaned on his cane as he walked.

         How in the world had she missed the cane?

         Now that she had noticed it, however, she began to see other things as well. Such as the deep scar that ran from his left ear, across his cheek, and curved down to his chin, just missing the corner of his mouth. There were other paler scars across the left side of his face as well. One dissected his eyebrow, another reached into his hairline, yet another along the line of his jaw. The man was a walking battlefield.

         He cleared his throat, and she realized that he had been silently watching her reaction to him. He redirected his attention to the dowager, but not before Margery saw the wry acceptance in his eyes—eyes the very color of a stormy sky.

         “So, you are the Duke of Carlisle,” her grandmother said, craning her neck to better see the man.

         “I am,” he intoned. “And you are the dowager Viscountess Tesh.” His voice was dark, and deep, with a delicious timbre that was as rich and mouthwatering as the chocolate Margery drank in the morning.

         “I am at that.” Gran looked the man up and down, finally coming to rest on his cane. “Though we have something in common, don’t we?” she said, tapping it with her own.

         The entire room froze. Margery, stunned to her very bones, didn’t have the ability to do more than gasp. Surely the man would not take such effrontery.

         To her everlasting shock, however, his lips lifted in a small smile. “That we do.” He held up the plainly carved bit of wood for her grandmother’s inspection, and pointed out a bit of dull metal just below the curved handle. “Though I doubt yours has the bullet that lamed you embedded in it.”

         The dowager viscountess grinned and turned back to the duchess. “Oh, I like him, Helen. Yes, he’ll do nicely.”

         As Gran turned to the room at large to make the necessary introductions, Margery was much too busy marveling at the change that came over his countenance to wonder at her grandmother’s strange comment. His smile was warm, and open, and with the endearing crookedness his scar lent it, it had her stomach fluttering in the most peculiar way. She felt light-headed and warm, as if she had imbibed too much champagne.

         “And this is my granddaughter, Mrs. Margery Kitteridge.”

         Margery flushed as the duke shifted his guarded gaze to her. She dipped into a deep curtsy. “Your Grace, it’s a pleasure.”

         “Mrs. Kitteridge,” he said with an awkward bow.

         “I hear you’re working up the nerve to take on London,” Gran said with her typical bluntness. She quirked a thumb in Margery’s direction. “My granddaughter will help you.”

         As the duke’s eyes flared wide in shock, Margery gaped at her grandmother. “I’m sorry, what?” she blurted.

         “Don’t say what, Margery, say pardon. Goodness, one would think you have no manners at all.”

         Which did not help Margery’s frame of mind one bit. She frowned. “Gran, what is this about helping His Grace?”

         “Oh, but didn’t I tell you?”

         Which never boded well, Margery thought, feeling faintly nauseated as her grandmother looked innocently at her—or, at least, as innocent as she was capable of. Which wasn’t much.

         “No,” Margery replied with a tight smile. “You did not.” And a quick glance at the duke was proof that she hadn’t bothered to tell him, either.

         “I’m certain I said something about it,” Gran said in an offhand manner.

         The duke spoke up then, sending an apologetic nod Margery’s way, a ruddy hue staining his cheeks, his discomfort palpable. “I assure you, I’m more than capable of making my own way.”

         “Nonsense,” Gran said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “You need an entrance into Synne society, and I certainly cannot provide it, dedicated as I am to making certain your mother gets the rest and relaxation she requires. No, Margery is the only one available to help you. Besides, she has promised to be indispensable to me, and, by extension, you.”

         And there it was—the bit of slyness Margery had suspected was hidden beneath her grandmother’s request. She very nearly groaned.

         But Gran was not done driving the nail into the coffin. “It really is the ideal plan, for you both have so much in common. Margery’s husband was killed at Waterloo, you know.”

         If her grandmother had slapped her, Margery would not have been more stunned. “Gran,” she mumbled. “I’m sure His Grace doesn’t wish to hear such things.”

         “And why not?” her grandmother demanded. “He was at Waterloo as well, and might have known Aaron.”

         Margery sucked in a sharp breath, her gaze snagging once more on the man’s cane, seeing it in a new light. But she could not meet his eyes. It was not owing to any pity she feared might be present in his stormy gaze. What if this man had known Aaron? What if he had seen what the blackmailer claimed to have seen, thereby proving that the stories about her husband being a coward and a traitor were true?

         But no, she told herself fiercely, desperately. Aaron was not a coward. It was a lie.

         Even so, she was horrified to realize that the blackmailer had planted a seed of doubt in her. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. She would not let it take root.

         The room seemed caught in amber, every person still and silent. Even Peter, who was usually quick to point out the dowager’s shortcomings, was without words.

         Suddenly the duke’s deep voice rumbled through the thick tension.

         “I am very sorry for your loss, madam. I wish I could say I knew an Aaron Kitteridge. Unfortunately, I did not. There were too many men on that battlefield, and far too many lost.”

         Margery merely nodded as relief flooded her. She should, perhaps, say something kind to the man to relieve what must be a highly uncomfortable, if not outright painful, situation. But in that moment, she was beyond words.

         Blessedly Clara spoke then, her gentle voice like a soothing balm. “Have you ever had a chance to visit the Isle, Your Grace?”

         “Er, no,” the duke said. “If my mother had not needed this trip, I would not have come. That is,” he continued, coloring, no doubt realizing just how rude he must have sounded, “I would not have thought of visiting. Rather,” he stumbled along, “Lady Tesh has extolled the Isle’s glories over the years, and a more detailed accounting these past months as she attempted to entice us to visit. It sounds like a lovely place.”

         As the rest of them jumped in, no doubt just as eager to see the conversation steered to safer waters, Margery took the chance to excuse herself under the pretense of checking with the housekeeper on the state of the rooms that were no doubt being readied. She was to assist the duke in getting about in society, was she? The very idea of being in such forced proximity with him made her nerves feel like tangled threads.

         These next weeks would be interesting, indeed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Daniel Hayle, Duke of Carlisle, ran a hand over his weary eyes and stared morosely at his reflection. He’d been a fool to think this would work. It had seemed an ideal plan back at Brackley Court. He could accompany his mother to the Isle and see two things accomplished: making sure she began to heal from his brother Nathaniel’s untimely passing three years ago, and to prepare himself for the necessary search for a wife, something he had put off for as long as possible but could ignore no longer. Unfortunately, his long-standing social ineptitude had increased exponentially since his injuries, and so a bit of practice at a less populous locale before tackling London for the first time had seemed ideal.

         Now, however…

         Blessedly a knock sounded at the door, stopping whatever self-flagellating thoughts had been about to fill his head. Wilkins, his valet, answered it, stepping aside as Daniel’s mother was revealed. She greeted the valet warmly before making her way across the room to Daniel’s side.

         “Oh, don’t you look splendid, darling. But I’m about to head down early with the viscountess. She’s told me to inform you she’ll send a maid up to show you the way to the drawing room. You will be fine, won’t you?”

         Damnation, she looked exhausted. These past years had been hard on her, first with losing her husband, then with Daniel’s near-death at Waterloo and the months of painful recovery, and finally—and most devastatingly—with Nathaniel’s death a mere year after Daniel’s return home. Surely this trip would be just what she needed.

         Yet the pale cast to her skin, the dark shadows beneath her eyes, the way her clothing—still the black of mourning—fairly hung off her small frame from the weight she’d lost made him fear that the road to recovery would be a long one, if even feasible. It was quite possible that, given the devastation she’d endured, she might not ever come back from the dark place her mind had sunk to.

         But he would not consider that now. He forced a smile as she reached him, trying not to flinch when she kissed his cheek—his good cheek. She knew better than to get near his ruined cheek.

         “Of course, I’ll be fine,” he replied, before frowning. “Though are you certain you’re up for a dinner party on your first night here? Mayhap it would be best to take dinner in your room, to rest—”

         “You dear thing,” she said with a fond smile. “To worry so for me. But it’s hardly a dinner party. Only the same people we met this morning, each and every one of them Olivia’s relations. But Olivia is waiting on me. I’ll see you downstairs.” Patting his arm, she made her way from the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

         Daniel pressed his lips tight as he watched her go. If she had thought to reassure him with the fact that only Lady Tesh’s family would be present, she was sorely mistaken. Especially as he was not thrilled about seeing again one particular member of that woman’s family.

         He exhaled sharply, the image of Mrs. Kitteridge’s stricken face when she’d first laid eyes on him searing through his brain. That moment, standing before such a lovely woman and seeing just how he affected her, had been torture.

         And it had not been only her. Though everyone present in that blasted sitting room had been incredibly polite and welcoming, no matter his awkward blunders, they had nevertheless betrayed their unease with him in small ways, either by openly staring at him or pointedly not looking his way. The very idea of how much worse London would be had him breaking into a cold sweat.

         Which was laughable, really. He was a hardened soldier who had never balked at battle. And yet the thought of walking into a London ballroom had him wanting to turn tail and flee. Perhaps if he had been more socially gifted before his injuries he might have been able to pass himself off as dashing in his battle scars, or might have been able to deflect attention from his appearance with a happy, open spirit. But no, he had never been that. And never would be.

         He frowned and absently rubbed his thigh, wincing as his fingers found a particularly tender spot in the twisted flesh. The ache in the once-shredded muscles and shattered bone was much worse tonight after the three days’ travel from Brackley Court. And a constant reminder that navigating society and finding a wife who was not put off by his awkwardness, much less disgusted by his appearance, would be no easy feat.

         He was luckier than so many others, of course. A quick flash of that young man who’d stepped in front of Daniel’s gun, inadvertently taking a bullet not meant for him and losing his life in the process. He let out a harsh breath, pain flaring in his chest at the memory, the echo of that boy’s death rattle, his cries for his sweetheart, as clear as it had been four short years ago. No, Daniel could not possibly complain about the minor inconvenience of having to find a wife.

         “Do you not like any of the pins, Your Grace?”

         Wilkins, his valet, peered up at him anxiously, a tray of stickpins held aloft for Daniel’s perusal. Having been valet to Daniel’s older brother, Wilkins had been passed on to Daniel along with the rest of the Carlisle holdings upon Nathaniel’s death.

         Daniel would give every bit of it up if he could have his brother back.

         He cleared his throat against a sudden thickness. His brother should be here now, looking over the selection of brilliant stones, preparing to descend below and charm everyone with his sparkling humor and devilish good looks. Instead it was Daniel forced to do these things, his too-large form poured into stylish clothes that he abhorred, steeling himself for an evening of stress and strain as he attempted to hide the glaring fact that he had no wish to be here.

         He cleared his throat and forced his attention to the tray in the valet’s hands.

         “The sapphire will do, I think,” he murmured. “Thank you, Wilkins.”

         As the man nodded, turning away to place the tray down, Daniel took the chance to move out of view of his image in the glass. Further perusal of himself would only hinder his ability to calm his nerves. Yet his leg didn’t appreciate the sudden movement; it gave another protesting twinge of pain. Quite without meaning to, Daniel grunted.

         Wilkins, having turned back to Daniel with pin in hand in precisely that moment, caught sight of his employer’s unguarded reaction. He paused, holding the jewel to his narrow chest, emotions at war in his angular face. And then, the words bursting from him in a jumble, he said, “Are you certain you don’t wish me to massage the muscle, Your Grace? It may help—”

         “No.” Mortification boiled up, making the word come out more sharply than he’d intended. Silently cursing himself as Wilkins drew back, Daniel gentled his tone. “That is, it isn’t that bad, truly. I merely stepped on it wrong.”

         “If you’re certain.”

         “I am,” Daniel replied with a firm smile, hoping the man didn’t hear the lie in the words.

         The valet, however, didn’t look as if he believed Daniel one bit. If anything, it seemed that hurt was now mixed liberally with the nervous worry that strained Wilkins’s features. But he merely nodded and quickly went back to work.

         Daniel, for his part, wanted to feel relief that their relationship, beginning to tilt dangerously into a more personal one, had been quickly righted. But only a regretful ache rose up in him. He knew Nathaniel and Wilkins had shared a close bond, and Daniel had seen signs the man would be only too happy to be a friend to Daniel. But he couldn’t. He just couldn’t. Letting someone in was just too damn hard.

         Just as Wilkins was putting the finishing touches to Daniel’s ensemble there was a quiet knock on the door. The valet once more answered it with alacrity. A young maid stood in the hallway.

         “I’ve been sent to guide His Grace to the drawing room,” she said, scanning the room with an air of anticipation. Her gaze widened when she saw Daniel, her jaw dropping open as she took stock of him, from carefully brushed hair to highly polished shoes.

         Gritting his teeth, Daniel accepted his cane from Wilkins. Still refusing to look at his reflection—the young maid was gaping at his scars enough for the both of them—he set his shoulders and made for the door. “I thank you for your escort,” he murmured.

         Face flaming, no doubt at being caught staring, she dipped into a deep curtsy and spun about. Instead of walking at a normal pace, however, she moved almost comically slow, like some demented bride, shuffling one foot forward, then bringing the other up to meet it before moving that one on. Daniel tortured himself for a moment, wondering what stories the servants had passed among them to prompt such a reaction. Had they talked of him in pitying tones, the lamed duke who so ill fit his new position? The Ugly Dukeling.

         He frowned. Such musings weren’t doing him a bit of good and would make the coming evening, not to mention the impending months of torture as he attempted to secure a duchess, much worse than they had to be. Heaving an imperceptible sigh, Daniel attempted to focus on the positive aspect of the situation; the girl was giving him extra time to traverse the long halls, after all, and he should be grateful he didn’t have to push his leg. But frustration had already laid claim to him, made even worse when he considered just who would eventually take over the dukedom should he fail to find a wife and produce an heir.

         His cousin’s face flashed through his thoughts, souring his stomach. Gregory had always been a wastrel and a bounder. Taken in by Daniel’s parents when his own had created a scandal so horrendous it had resulted in the death of one and a flight to the Continent of the other, he had grown up alongside Daniel and Nathaniel, raised as if he were the duke’s own son.

         But that had not stopped Gregory’s bitterness at his lot in life from poisoning his heart with anger, no matter that he was loved by his extended family. As he’d grown, that anger had manifested itself in cruelty toward Daniel, fights with the duke and duchess, and a bitter rivalry with Nathaniel that had lasted well into adulthood, resulting in Gregory returning to Brackley Court only when he needed something of the dukedom. Like a vulture looking for scraps. If their father had not forced a promise from them to watch out for Gregory, Daniel rather thought he and Nathaniel would have been all too happy to never have to deal with their cousin again.

         Since Nathaniel’s death, however, Gregory had begun to tighten his circle on Daniel, visiting their country seat in Cheshire County much more often, eroding what little remaining confidence Daniel had with well-placed comments aimed to do the maximum amount of damage. It was a painful reiteration of the abuse he’d heaped on Daniel when they were children, before Daniel had finally escaped by going off to war. Ironically, the effects of that decision were what now fueled his cousin’s increased, though much more slyly executed, maltreatment.

         Gregory’s last visit, however, had completely undermined Daniel’s brittle self-worth, and in the worst possible way.

         “I saw Erica recently. She’s fairly glowing these days. But then, that’s no surprise, seeing as she’s expecting Thrushton’s heir.”

         Daniel had frozen, pain slamming into him, nearly as potent as the bullet that had ripped into his leg. Erica was expecting?

         It shouldn’t have hurt as much as it had. But he had still been able to recall the time not so very long past when he’d dreamt of Erica expecting a child—his child.

         “Oh! But do forgive me,” Gregory had said with a horrified look that did nothing to hide the slyness behind it. “Of course you wouldn’t know of it. I hope I haven’t given you too much grief. I know how difficult it was when she broke things off with you upon your return from the Continent.”

         It had been glaringly obvious what his cousin had been about, of course. But that did not ease the sting of it, nor quiet the voices in Daniel’s head that said if a woman who had claimed to love him could not stand the sight of him, then surely no one would.

         But no, she had never loved him, he reminded himself brutally. She’d made certain he was aware of that fact upon his return home, that her father had forced her into pursuing him. And that she could no longer pretend even for his sake now that Daniel had returned as less of a man.

         But he would not think of her now. For, quite the opposite of what his cousin had no doubt intended, his gleeful flaunting of Erica’s impending motherhood had only fueled Daniel’s determination to finally cede to his mother’s increasingly anxious entreaties that he find a wife. He could not see a man such as Gregory, someone who so clearly reveled in the pain and discomfort of others, become duke.

         He and the maid had just reached the bottom of the grand staircase—at this pace they would be lucky to reach the drawing room by Christmas—when he spied a woman heading toward them at a swift pace. And not just any woman, but Mrs. Kitteridge. He fought back a groan. Of all the people in this house, he was looking forward to dealing with her the least. An inconvenience, for certain, as Lady Tesh—and his mother, too, as he’d learned from the quiet conversation he’d had with her on the way to their rooms—had decreed they were to spend a good portion of their time together.

         Instead of her wide-eyed gaping upon meeting him, however, she wore a bright, if slightly strained, smile now.

         “Lillian, thank you so much for guiding His Grace down. I’m afraid, though, that Mrs. Hortenson needs you quite urgently in the kitchen. I shall show His Grace to the drawing room.”

         The girl dipped into a deep curtsy, with a long look at him no doubt meant to catalogue every awkward inch to regale the servants below stairs with, before she scampered off.

         And Daniel and Mrs. Kitteridge were left quite thoroughly alone. Or as alone as any two people could be in a house with so many servants about.

         He cleared his throat, turning to face the woman, half-prepared for the same shock in her eyes as before. But though there was a decided strain in her round face, her eyes were somber with regret. “I must apologize, Your Grace, for the way I treated you upon our initial meeting.”

         Whatever he had expected from her, it certainly hadn’t been that. “Please,” he said, wanting nothing more than to reach the drawing room and escape this woman’s unnerving presence, “think nothing of it.” He made to start off again in his painfully awkward way. But the woman, it seemed, wasn’t done with him, for she remained firmly planted in his path.

         “You are most kind. I, however, acted unpardonably. Please, I do hope you’ll forgive and forget, and we may begin anew.” She held out her hand.

         He stared down at it, noticing the faintest tremor in her fingers. And then, knowing he could do little else, he reached out and gripped her fingers in his own.

         Heat, and energy, and a jolt of something inexplicable and undeniable swirled deep in his belly at that innocent touch. It was a much more potent attraction than what he’d experienced upon his initial sight of her in her grandmother’s sitting room. Her open shock had quickly eclipsed the temptation of her. Now, however, it all came roaring back, and he recalled with stunning clarity what he had seen in her when he’d first entered that room, in the split second before reality had come crashing back down again: large brown eyes with dark, curling lashes; rosy cheeks that framed a sweet, round face; softly curling brown hair that surrounded her head in a veritable halo; a full figure that fairly made his mouth water despite the chaste cut of her violet gown.

         She sucked in a sharp breath, her fingers tightening on his. His face heated and he hastily dropped her hand, clearing his throat several times to unstick the words that needed to be said. “There is nothing to forgive.”

         “But there is,” she said. Her hands came together before her, her fingers working at the gold band on her fourth finger. “I know what you must be thinking of me.”

         He let loose a surprised bark of laughter. “I doubt it,” he muttered. And thank goodness for it.

         She gave him an arch look. “You think my reaction was owing to your scars, did you not?”

         Well, he certainly hadn’t expected such forthrightness. Most people pointedly refused to acknowledge his appearance at all. Which, of course, only brought it more sharply into focus, their determined dancing about and fumbling making him feel as if he were the maypole in some bizarre dance, getting more tangled by the minute in ribbons of social politeness.

         This, however, was something completely new. Though perhaps it should not have been such a surprise, seeing who her grandmother was. He had immediately liked the old woman; she was a blunt one, and he got on best with people like her. Despite the unease her forthrightness had brought about, he would much rather deal with a person who spoke their mind than one who danced about trying to pretend things were well when they so clearly weren’t.

         “I assure you,” Mrs. Kitteridge continued with a raised chin when he only stared at her, “your wounds were the last thing I noticed about you.”

         He laughed again, but it was bitter this time. Speaking of people dancing about ignoring the obvious. He might have accepted what she said to save further uncomfortableness as he typically did. But suddenly the weariness and strain and pain of the past three days came to a head and he found himself saying, “You needn’t lie to me, madam.”

         “But I’m not lying.”

         Her expression was so earnest, so sincere, he almost believed her. A dangerous thing, surely. He did not trust easily. In truth, he did not trust at all. Too many people he had respected and revered had betrayed his once-staunch sense of right and wrong. War, he had soon learned after purchasing his commission, did not allow one to follow one’s conscience. There had been too many gray areas, too many lines crossed for king and country.

         “It doesn’t matter,” he said, shaking his head and offering her a smile though his demons would insist on breathing down his neck. “I assure you, my looking glass doesn’t lie. Nor does this leg of mine. But I have had four years to learn to live with it. With luck I shall have many more ahead of me. I’m luckier than many men I served with—” He closed his mouth with a snap of teeth a moment too late, mortification filling him. And here was proof of just how hopeless he was in dealing with other people.

         “I am so sorry,” he rasped as Mrs. Kitteridge’s face leached of color.

         “No need for apologies,” she managed. “What did you speak but the truth?” The trembling smile she attempted died before it could find purchase. She heaved a sigh. “War is not fair, is it, Your Grace?”

         An understatement if there ever was one. But he saw from the muted grief in her eyes that she knew as much as anyone just how unfair war could be. “You have the right of it,” he murmured.

         She didn’t seem to hear him, the distant look in her eyes proof that her thoughts were elsewhere. Suddenly she shook her head sharply, as if to dislodge whatever held her in thrall. “But there is one more thing I must address before we join the others. My grandmother, I’m afraid, is quite outspoken. I’m so sorry if she pained you by bringing up the war. And I must apologize in advance for anything more she might say to upset you. Which,” she said with a grimace, “I’m afraid will be much more often than you might like.”

         “You mustn’t apologize for her, truly. For then I will apologize for something, and then you shall add on, and we’ll never pull ourselves out of the quicksand of our politeness.”

         That, finally, alleviated the morose look that strained her features. She smiled fully at him, the sparkle of humor in her warm brown eyes, her cheeks taking on the lovely bloom of summer roses.

         Once, when Daniel was a boy, he’d gotten too close to the back end of a particularly ill-tempered horse. The beast had kicked out, catching Daniel in the chest. The force of it had thrown Daniel back. He’d landed on the ground, the wind knocked out of him, not knowing who or where he was for some seconds.

         Mrs. Kitteridge’s smile, an expression that turned her from a mildly pretty woman to a stunning creature, had nearly the same effect on him as those horse hooves. He could only stare down at her mutely, unable to form a coherent thought.

         “You’re right, of course,” she said in her sweet voice. “And, as we have already determined to begin anew, remaining in the past is not doing either of us any good. That, and we’ll be in close company the next several weeks; it will no doubt grow tiresome if we don’t nip it in the bud now.” She let loose a light laugh that reverberated through his chest in a pleasant way.

         But her words reminded him just how neatly her grandmother had trapped him into being an unwelcome burden to Mrs. Kitteridge over the coming month. “I’ve no need of assistance in Synne society,” he lied.

         She frowned. “I assure you, Your Grace, it will be my pleasure.”

         “Truly, you’ve no need to.”

         Her cheeks colored. “If I gave the impression that it was in any way distasteful—”

         “Not at all. I just have…other plans is all.”

         Again that little dip between her brows, this time one of confusion. “Other plans? You have someone else you’re meeting with?”

         “What? Oh, no. That’s not it.”

         “What then—Oh.” She bit her lip, guilt flaring in her cinnamon-brown eyes. “I assure you, I’m not normally so rude as I’ve made myself out to be.”

         “No!” Ah, God, why could he never get through an interaction without mucking things up? “It has nothing at all to do with you, and everything to do with me.”

         “I see,” she said, though from the hurt tone of her voice and the shuttered look in her eyes it was obvious she didn’t.

         “It’s just,” he stammered, desperate to climb out of whatever ditch he’d dug himself into, “I wouldn’t want to put an unnecessary burden on you.”

         “You’ve no need to explain, Your Grace.” Her voice was stiff, her smile stiffer, holding not an ounce of the warmth it had just minutes ago.

         “Mrs. Kitteridge, you misunderstand. Ah, God, this is embarrassing.” He groaned, running a hand over his face. “As you can see, I’m not the most articulate fellow. I more often than not botch even the most casual interactions. Which,” he murmured wryly, “this one right here proves.”

         She worried at her wedding ring once more. “I’m sorry, Your Grace. I shouldn’t have reacted as I did.”

         He chuckled. “Are we to start another round of apologies, Mrs. Kitteridge?”

         Her relieved laugh was like bells. “Goodness, I hope not.”

         But the moment of lightness was short-lived. Silence descended between them, fraught with uncertainty. And no wonder; she must be unsure of how to deal with someone so lacking in social graces. She motioned down the hall, no doubt in the direction of the drawing room, and as one they began their slow way there.

         “You mentioned you’re headed to London after your trip to Synne,” she said quietly. At his tight nod, she continued. “Forgive me for being blunt, but is your purpose in town purely parliamentary, or is it also…matrimonial?”

         His cheeks flared with heat. “Are you applying for the position, Mrs. Kitteridge?” he blurted, hoping to alleviate the tense moment with a bit of humor.

         The second the words were out of his mouth, however, he knew it had been the wrong thing to say. She stumbled, thankfully quickly righting herself. What the hell was wrong with him? He’d known the woman mere hours, and he joked about marrying her?

         “Ah, no,” she managed with impressive poise. “That is, I’m not applying for a wifely position with anyone, now or ever.”

         “Of course. My apologies.” He cleared his throat. “But to answer your question, yes, I am planning on looking for a wife. Though,” he muttered, more to himself, “if I could manage that without having to go to London I’d be a sight happier.”

         But, of course, she overheard him. “You hope to find a wife on Synne?”

         Well, he hadn’t until now. But the idea jolted something in him, latching onto his brain, refusing to let go. Why not find a bride on Synne? If he were to find someone to marry, he could avoid London for good. There would be no need for him to attend crushing balls, or to be forced to sit in a theater box while everyone gaped at him, or make conversation with slews of young women all the while praying he didn’t send them running for the hills.

         “Yes, Mrs. Kitteridge,” he said slowly. “That is exactly what I hope to do.”

         She nodded, then fell silent once more. He thought that was the end of it, was just about to breathe a sigh of relief that they would soon be with the others.

         Suddenly, though the drawing room was just steps away, she stopped and looked at him. “Your Grace, I have a proposition for you.”

         Shock and a molten heat shot through him. A proposition?

         Her next words erased whatever erotic fantasies had decided to play out in his mind at those thoroughly charged words. “You need a bride in the next weeks,” she said, “I assume to prevent you from having to go to London. Or, at least, to prevent you from going with the purpose of finding a bride.” She bit her lip, suddenly unsure of herself. And then, in a rush, “I can help you find a bride. For a price.”

         He blinked. “A price?”

         “Yes.” She nodded with impressive confidence, though there was the sheen of uncertainty lingering in her eyes. “I’m in need of funds, which you seem to have. You’re in need of a wife, and I know every eligible woman on Synne. I propose an exchange: I will introduce you to the single women on Synne, and help you secure the hand of the woman of your choosing by the last day of the month, and you shall pay me.”

         He gaped at her. “Mrs. Kitteridge, are you proposing I hire you on as my…matchmaker?”

         Her lips twisted. “Matchmaker sounds so unprofessional. It’s something my grandmother does to alleviate her boredom.”

         Humor flared in his chest. “Unprofessional? Are you taking this on as a profession, then?”

         She raised her chin mutinously. “And if I am?”

         He held up his hand. “I’m in no way disparaging your chosen occupation, madam. But what should I call you if not matchmaker?”

         She thought on that for a minute, her deliciously full lips forming a plump bow. Suddenly her eyes lit with a spark of mischief. “I do think I prefer the term ‘conjugality coordinator.’”

         He nodded, trying to keep a straight face though he had the mad desire to laugh as he hadn’t for years. “That’s very professional. And what is your fee?”

         Once more uncertainty seemed to take hold of her. Though this time she actually blanched. “Ah, yes. The fee.”

         He raised a brow. “I assume you have a number in mind?”

         “I do.” She nodded rapidly, muttering almost to herself, “Oh, I certainly have a number in mind.” And then, as if building up the courage to say it, she straightened her back and raised her chin, looking him full in the face. “I think one hundred pounds would suffice. And I would have this agreement kept between the two of us.”

         Somehow he managed to keep his expression impassive. Though he would gladly pay ten times that amount to keep from having to go to London, he hadn’t expected her to require such a sum.

         She’d mentioned needing funds. But why would she require such a sum? Why didn’t she go to her family for the money if she was in such dire straits? And why keep it quiet? Was she in trouble?

         But it was none of his business, he told himself firmly. In truth, he would be a fool to refuse, for it would solve all of his problems. Well, he conceded wryly, most of his problems.

         “Of course,” he replied. “Whatever you need.”

         Shock and relief flared in her eyes before she quickly brought it under control. “You will hire me on then, Your Grace? As your conjugality coordinator?” She held out her hand.

         This was ridiculous, a mad scheme straight out of a sensational novel. People did not do such things in this day and age.

         And he knew in a moment he would be the greatest fool to refuse.

         He took her hand in a strong grip, ignoring the zing that shot from her palm into his. “You’re hired, Mrs. Kitteridge.”
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