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To the younger version of me. Who knew?
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Chapter 1



I am nose-to-nose with the white stallion. My body as still as can be. But my heart? It thunders in my chest. My pulse? It booms. My God, I am more alive than ever. Whether it be with fear or excitement, I cannot tell. I allow my eyes to slowly travel up the horse’s nose to its rider. The horseman is staring down at me, their eyes hardly visible past their low hat and high scarf and the shadows they cast. Curious eyes, I’m sure, that are slightly narrowed, inspecting me. Then a small sparkle. Smiling?


I inhale and step back, needing to get the horseman in my sights, arms, body, legs and all, for I am certain I am not looking at a horseman at all.


But the impressive stallion moves before I do, rising up on its back legs on a neigh, loud and intimidating as I expect is intended. I stagger back and fall to my backside on the stones, but I somehow succeed in keeping my eyes up. The rider laughs but stops abruptly.


‘My God,’ I whisper, watching as she slides down from her horse and approaches me slowly, despite the warning of her two fellow, male – they’re definitely male – riders, who remain just a few yards away, their horses treading the ground impatiently. She holds out her gloved hand, and I take the dainty thing, getting to my feet. I must be at least a foot taller. She comes closer. Closer. Closer. Reaches up on her tippy toes. I close my eyes and breathe in, holding my breath. The skin of my cheeks heats, feeling her breath on my face from where she’s pulled her scarf down. And then her lips push into my rough cheek.


Magic.


Her face. Does she want me to see it? For she has removed her scarf.


I quickly open my eyes and blink, so very confused, my heartbeat ferocious in its pace, and find nothing before me. At least, no human, but the horse remains, and the rider is still upon its back.


What in the name of God just happened?


I reach for my cheek and feel it, as my sister hurries to my side and helps me to my feet, looking at the impressive white stallion as she does. I spend the few seconds I have before the rider kicks the horse into action committing every detail before me to memory, until all three of them gallop off into the distance, kicking up dirt, making the ground vibrate. I turn on the spot, mesmerised, in a trance, speechless, my head just about ready to explode with the pressure of words swimming around my brain.


I bolt up in bed on a gasp and glance around, a little disorientated, and exhale when I find I am, indeed, in my bed and not at the mercy of the highwayman. Or woman. It has to be a woman. Each time I dream the dream, a little something else is added. This time, a kiss. My God, I am obsessed.


I jump out of bed and go to my writing desk in the window, collecting my quill and dunking it in the pot of ink, not taking a seat – I don’t have time – my mind needing to get the words out. The smell of the horse. The tickle of its coarse hair when we stood nose-to-nose. The gallop of my heart that I’m sure pounded harder than the hooves of the horse at a full canter. I write until my hand aches and I drop my quill, exhaling, running a hand through my hair as I look up out of the window.


I lean forward and pull the half-drawn draperies aside, focused on the floating form of a girl across the cobbles. Lady Taya Winters. Also known as my brother-in-law’s little sister. The woman does not walk but floats. She’s quite a vision, I admit. Her bright green eyes shine, her dark blonde hair is adorably wild, her cheeks blushed, her lips plump, and her lashes long and fluttering.


My God, she is beautiful.


And completely forbidden.


From the day I met her, when she returned to Belmore Square with her mother, Wisteria Winters, and her brother, Lord Sampson Winters, I have been wary of her. I am not without female attention. I am, however, without the thrill one would expect from female attention. That has died a slow, painful death over the course of my time in London – a sign of my overindulgence, I suppose. I cannot tell you whether it be her aloofness or simply her unusual, wild, unconventional beauty, but when Lady Taya Winters glanced at me that fateful day, I felt as though I’d been struck by lightning. Twice. I walked away telling myself I need to keep my distance from Taya Winters, for she is sure to get me into trouble, and I need no trouble, no complications, especially now when I must convince my father to let me publish my story. I have never desired to write for our family newspaper. I have hardly expressed any interest in the operations of our family newspaper, The London Times, doing the bare minimum I could without doing nothing at all. Porter helped run the business with Papa, until, of course, his untimely death, and my sister wrote the most popular stories. I had very little enthusiasm for work or writing, so I made myself useful elsewhere. Usually in a woman’s bed.


How odd it is to feel this new sense of purpose. To be inspired. Motivated. Excited. This enthusiasm to write is rather refreshing.


I watch Taya Winters pass through the gilded gate, ready to disappear into the greenery of Belmore Square Gardens. But she stops, stands still for a moment, and then slowly turns, looking up at my window.


I think I move before she catches sight of me or my bare chest.


I think.


I know I didn’t.


Belmore Square. What a weirdly wonderful place it is, the home to an eclectic mix of people, all stinking rich, it must be said, with a wildly vibrant colour pallet, from the shrubs and flowers of the gardens, to the frocks of the residents that grace the cobbles. It even sparkles – the gilded railings enclosing the square gardens that the thirteen homes circle polished and ever shiny, as perfect as the homes, the clean cobbles, and every petal and leaf on every flower and bush.


Money, power and respect, they are all contributory factors to the idea of perfection. It is a lovely notion, if unrealistic. Perfect is an illusion, and my family breaks that illusion most days with the stories that we print in our newspaper. Our success is not only attributed to the invention of the steam printing press, but to the talented hand of my sister, who has always penned the most riveting of tales for readers to indulge in. Not that the readers knew it was, in fact, a woman entertaining them. No. Every story was credited to me, Frank Melrose, for the idea of a female journalist was, much to Eliza’s dismay, laughable. Unheard of! But the arrangement suited us both, for my passion to write did not match my sister’s.


Oh, how one quite inconsequential encounter with a horseman has changed that. Suddenly, I wholly appreciate my sister’s drive. I understand her desires to write and entertain the ton with wild, elaborate stories. Wild and elaborate but true. Her recent tales have been received rather well. Of course, anything concerning to the Duke of Chester is guaranteed to pique the interest of the ton, their raging curiosity about him and the murder of his father begging to be settled. My sister is doing a terribly fine job of settling said curiosity and answering the questions that have lingered for some time. Of course, it helps that she is to marry the duke in question, and she now has a walking, talking reference guide on all things connected to the Winters family. But the story that has dominated the front page of The London Times for some weeks now is almost told, for the happy couple will wed today. I smile. Eliza will be whisked away on a bridal tour, and the people will still wish to be riveted each week by a good story. In her absence, someone needs to maintain the momentum Eliza has set. Sales need to keep growing. Our reach expanding.


I stand on the steps of our home on Belmore Square and cast my eye around as I fasten the buttons of my new jacket, bracing myself for the upcoming celebrations. I honestly never thought I would see the day. My sister is as independent as a female could be. Almost to a fault, if the truth be told. She has got herself into many scrapes because of her headstrong ways and ambitions. Me? I’ve spent most of my adult years finding pleasure through intimacy. I cannot deny it, I have been quite lavish with my affections, and my focus has most certainly been misplaced. If I didn’t appreciate my sister so much, I might see her as an obstacle in my way. If I didn’t love her so much, I might not have approved of her marriage to the Duke. Unfortunately, to my own detriment, I appreciate her more than she’ll ever know, and I love her dearly, so I must be patient. It’s hard, I must say. I have always found writing to feel like I’m pulling teeth. These days, my hand simply cannot keep up with my brain. But I am not foolish enough to go up against my sister in a war to win the front page. Not only because I could never be at odds with her, but because I have spent too long taking the credit for Eliza’s words. She must have her time, for she has more than earned it.


We sold ten thousand copies the day after father finally gave Eliza his blessing to write her story and sign her name as the author. Ten thousand! It’s a record, and not at all surprising given the interest in the notorious, deadly Duke. He might be a stoic beast of a man with a questionable past, but there is no denying the love he holds for my sister. Not to mention, he’s a duke, and it is easy to forget one’s past when one has a title to paper over the cracks, not that any of us are likely to forget his or his family’s past, for it is still the talk of the square. And on that thought, I wonder how the Duke’s sister, the floating, forbidden Lady Taya Winters, has taken to being back on Belmore Square.


I hum, just as a newspaper lands at my feet. I kneel and pick it up, smiling at the first few words of the headline. My sister’s words.


Imagine if …


‘Yes, imagine if,’ I murmur, folding it up and slipping it under my arm.


I rest my hat upon my head, collect my cane from where it is resting against the door, and take the steps down to the cobbles, starting a wander around the square, breathing in the new day, swinging my cane casually. I circle the square anticlockwise, relishing the sounds of the morning bustle, horse’s hooves on the cobbles, wheels or carriages bumping across them too, people calling out their polite greetings to everyone they pass. I have never appreciated the benefits of early mornings, for my nights are too late, being spent in a gentleman’s club, indulging in too much liquor and even more female flesh. The mornings are quite delightful, it must be said.


‘Good morn to you, Melrose,’ Mr Simpson, Belmore’s resident ship builder says, tipping his hat, prompting me to tip mine too. ‘I look forward to the celebrations later.’


‘As do I, Simpson,’ I reply, carrying on my way. ‘Good morn to you, Casper.’ I lift my stick in hello to our family lawyer – a kind man with kind eyes and a kinder smile.


‘Good news about the sales,’ he says. ‘Long may it continue.’


‘We’ll be expanding to ten pages in no time at all,’ I assure him. ‘Let me know if you require any more advertising space, Casper.’


He waves his cane, looking up at the clear blue sky. ‘What a wonderful day for a wedding.’


‘Indeed,’ I say quietly, passing by the Hamsleys, whose daughter, Esther, one of the only women on this square who hasn’t caught my eye, is on her fifth season. Fifth! I am not surprised, she is rather frosty. I have never once seen the girl smile.


‘My lady.’ I nod politely to Annabella Tillsbury, Baroness of Shrewsbury. Her eyes fix to mine. Her smile is demure. She is an understated, beautiful, soft lady, whom Mama has become rather friendly with, and it is for that reason alone, and a crying shame, I must admit, that I have avoided her advances, as I have Lady Blythe, Marchioness of Kent, our local famous author who has a silver tongue and a wicked sense of humour.


I smile fondly at the thought of Mama, who is currently breezing around the house in her morning coat singing orders to our staff, while Emma, her maid, scampers along behind her trying to fix her hair, and Clara, my gorgeous baby sister, whinges and whines about having to wear frills. It’s a stark turnaround from when we arrived in London. Back then, Clara was most impressed, dazzled by the fancy frocks and sumptuous surroundings. Until she realised that those fancy frocks are quite restrictive, and I don’t mean literally. She can no longer dirty herself in mud, pick apples in the orchard, take some home for Mama to bake and throw the bad ones at the boys in our village while yelling blue language. It was rough enough accepting Eliza has come of age and will now marry. Clara? She is just sixteen. Sixteen and overflowing with attitude. Of course, I love it. Of course, it is not suitable for our life these days. So imagine my displeasure when I discover from Eliza that our little, wayward sister is in love with a stable boy. A stable boy! It is not so much that he is a stable boy, although, naturally, that is a problem. She is my baby sister, and I should like to keep her as such for as long as possible. In addition, such a scandal will very likely ruin the family name, and we’ve all worked too hard to allow that. Therefore, the stable boy has had a polite warning to stay away from Clara. Poor thing looked terrified as I casually stroked a hoof knife and nippers. Good. Although, admittedly, I did feel a trifle guilty. I have hardly led by good example when it comes to suitable company to be keeping. Perhaps that changes now.


Perhaps.


I spot Lady Rose, the Countess of Somerset, who resides at number nine Belmore Square, a pointed, haggard old woman, crossing the cobbles up ahead, the feathers on her bonnet looking like they came from a decaying pheasant. The hat must be as old as she is. ‘Melrose,’ she sneers, her nose high. Christ, she looks quite frightening.


‘My lady,’ I say, tipping my hat and bowing as she breezes past. ‘Will we be seeing you for champagne later?’ I ask, forcing her to stop. I smile on the inside, for I know Mama has not invited her.


‘I only attend the weddings of aristocracy.’


And we are not that, as she so often likes to remind us. Lady Rose does not like very many people around here, and the feeling is mutual. Mama always looks like she is sucking on a lemon whenever she encounters the old Countess.


‘Well, my sister will be a duchess, my lady. And she is marrying a duke.’


‘Scandalous! He should be locked up for his crimes.’


‘And what crimes might those be?’ I ask, rolling my eyes. ‘I believe it was your friend Lymington who was proven to be the criminal. Haven’t you been reading The London Times, my lady? It’s very informative.’


She snarls and marches away, and I laugh to myself as I amble on, casual and without rush, mulling over the first part of my story once again. It’s informative. Explosive. Intriguing. I’ve never felt so impatient about anything in my life. It has been mere weeks since my encounter with the highwayman, who I believe to be a woman, but it feels like I’ve been waiting centuries for Eliza and Johnny’s wedding so that I may claim the front page when she leaves London for her travels.


I look down at my pocket watch. The hour draws closer. I cross the road as a carriage rumbles up to number eight Belmore, where that crook Lymington used to live. His son, Frederick, the man who my sister was once promised to, before the Duke returned to Belmore Square, shockingly very alive, has absconded to Cornwall to be with his one true love, which means the house has stood empty for weeks.


‘So what snooty lord or lady will be gracing the cobbles of Belmore Square next?’ I ask myself, taking the steps back to our house and entering, hearing the chaos of the women in our family getting ready upstairs.


I decide father’s study is the safest place and enter, pouring myself a Scotch and taking a precious moment of quiet. I sit down and sip, seeing an ornate silver-plated mirror on Papa’s desk – definitely not his. I pick it up and spin it before looking at my reflection. My blonde hair is pleasingly tidy, my blue eyes bright after a good night’s sleep on a belly of water instead of gin. My new rich blue velvet coat complements my gaze perfectly, my fair hair too. I lean closer into the mirror and tweak my hair as the door flies open and Mama bursts in, scanning me up and down for a brief moment, smiling her approval at her boy, before she clocks the mirror in my hand and runs at me, snatching it and running back out.


‘I’ve found it,’ she yells, slamming the door behind her, making me jump at the loud bang. Mama. Dear, dear Mama. She will be in her element today. Loud and proud. There is no question, Eliza’s marriage to the Duke of Chester will put the Melrose family firmly on the ton’s map.


The door opens again, and Papa enters, fixing his cravat. It prompts me to check mine. ‘Are you ready, son?’ he asks, tweaking his blonde hair too.


He has been a different man these past few weeks, since being freed from the financial chains and blackmail of his investor. That crook Lymington had Papa fooled, had us all fooled, until his crimes were exposed. Now, the newspaper is ours again, and Papa is lighter, happier. ‘I am,’ I say, getting up and pouring him a Scotch. ‘We need to replace Porter, Father,’ I say, handing him the tumbler and going back to the chair behind the desk.


‘Indeed we do. We shall advertise for a new journalist very soon. I wouldn’t want Eliza to feel like we’re replacing her.’


I bite at my bottom lip. ‘I’ll write for the newspaper again,’ I say, bracing myself for his reaction.


‘You?’ he blurts. ‘You’ve always hated writing, Frank. What’s changed?’


A mysterious highwayman that I think could be a woman! ‘Just considering our options.’


Looking somewhat taken aback, Father pulls on his jacket. ‘I must say, I’m surprised, son. I know you’ve struggled to adapt to business in London since we arrived.’ He cocks his head, and I smile mildly over the rim of my glass. It is true. I have struggled, my heart definitely not in it, but I have not, however, struggled to fit into the social scene. Or the women’s affections.


‘Let us discuss it another time. It is your sister’s wedding day, a joyous day!’ He collects me and leads us out of his study.


‘Indeed,’ I say, as Mama flies past us, Emma still in pursuit, looking worn out. We stop and collectively turn our heads to follow her path. ‘Where’s Clara?’ I call, receiving a waft of her hand through the air, dismissive. Everyone is quite distracted today, understandably, and my little sister needs a watchful eye on her. The stable boy may be terrified of me, but my wily baby sister is not.


‘I am here, brother,’ Clara says, appearing at the top of the stairs. I restrain my smile, for I’m certain I will receive a whack if I show my amusement. She looks sickly in lavender and peach frills.


‘Clara,’ Papa says gently. ‘You look beautiful, my darling.’


I cough over my laugh to disguise it. ‘Striking,’ I add. Her nostrils flare, she picks up her dress, and she stomps down the stairs, muttering something. I cannot be sure what, something unladylike I expect.


Father smiles, bright and happy. ‘She’s a live one, isn’t she?’ He has no idea. Mother flies back across the hallway, and we both step back to avoid being taken off our feet. ‘Your mother is very keen to become a patron of Almack’s, you know.’ Papa collects his cane and hat from the stand near the door.


‘Oh, I know,’ I reply, laughing.


‘So as to have the pick of the crop lined up for Clara to choose from when her time comes to be launched into society.’


‘Oh, yes, because I am certain it is all about Clara’s prospects and not Mother’s desire to be one of the most popular ladies of the ton.’


‘She is already that, my boy. God bless her soul, Florence Melrose has certainly fallen seamlessly into high society.’


And, it must be said, she is the source of the best gossip, ladies hoping to be treated to a sneak peek of the next day’s news. Mama always obliges, throws them scraps, entices their interest, all to ensure they ensure their husbands invest in the next day’s edition of The London Times, which is a ploy we cannot be opposing of, especially in the wake of the recently levied tax on newspapers that has come to light. It’s absurd. At one time, not too many weeks ago, when Lymington was an ally, not an enemy, we were hopeful that he, since he was rather friendly with the Prince Regent, might have a quiet word and deter him from passing the new tax, for it would certainly affect sales, and the family has worked so hard to boost them. Unfortunately, with Lymington gone, although where is yet to be determined, as we have seen neither hide nor hair of him and heard nothing regarding his whereabouts, so has our only opportunity to stop the tax being enforced. Four pence in every seven!


‘But she still bakes,’ Papa goes on, resting his hat atop his head and polishing the gold topper of his cane with his hanky. ‘Did you know that, son?’


‘Yes, I knew that,’ I say, smiling as he opens the door for me. ‘She’s been at it all night, banging her way around the kitchens.’


Papa chuckles. ‘Let us do your mother proud and show Belmore Square how we Melroses throw a party.’


I step out and breathe in, feeling the eyes of many women fall upon me.


‘You get your good looks from me, you know that, don’t you, Frank?’


I turn a smile onto my father, and it drops the moment I find raised eyebrows. I am certain I am not going to appreciate what comes out of his mouth next. ‘Maybe it is time to devote those looks to one woman and one woman alone. Be a bit more responsible.’


One woman? Good God. Who? There is not one lady in London – not one! – who has succeeded in keeping my interest for longer than one encounter. Perhaps two at a push. A lifetime? I laugh to myself.


Never.


			   




Chapter 2



Eliza and the Duke are entwined in quite the passionate kiss, much to the shock of the clergyman, who is standing looking increasingly gormless with The Book of Prayer resting across his palms. I do not claim to know the Duke of Chester particularly well, although, arguably, better than I did a few weeks ago when he came to me with quite the shocking news of betrayal and scandal that cleared his name, but I do know, as do most of Belmore Square and beyond, that when it comes to my sister, he has no boundaries. He will kiss her, touch her, and do as he so pleases with her, whenever he so pleases, and wherever he may be. Frankly, it makes me feel quite uncomfortable, but I’m not about to argue with a rather passionate man.


I look across to Father and see him rolling his eyes, as Mama starts to clap the happy couple and the rest of the congregation, just family, joins her. ‘Disgusting,’ Clara groans from beside me. ‘God, Frank, why does he feel the need to practically eat our sister alive?’


‘It’s their wedding day.’


‘You say it as if it does not happen at every opportunity he has, brother.’ Clara claps slowly, bored to tears. ‘Is it finished? I want to go home.’


‘You will stay put,’ I say firmly, earning myself a snort of disgust. I look down at her with a cautionary eye. I am not stupid. As I have said, the stable boy may be terrified of me, but Clara is not. She is quite the devious little thing. She is also beautiful and intelligent, not to mention stubborn. She is not in love with the stable boy. She is in love with the excitement of breaking rules, and there are certainly many to break since we arrived in London. Mama and Papa would burst a blood vessel if they were to discover her antics. It was quite a shock that the Duke of Chester had somehow won their eldest daughter’s affections. And he’s a duke! Disgraced, granted, but still a duke. The stable boy? Lord above, our parents have worked so hard to earn respect for the Melrose name, and now we are related to the Winters? We cannot risk Clara ruining that with an immature calf love. And we cannot have me ruining it with my old sexual escapades. So perhaps Father is right. I need to be responsible. Responsible sounds utterly boring. ‘You are sixteen.’ I remind her, rolling my shoulders, an odd shudder plunging down my spine.


‘Am I?’ Clara gasps and swings shocked blue eyes my way. I can’t say I care for her sarcasm, so we are both dissatisfied in this moment. I return my attention forward, scowling, but not at Clara, more at the tingles on my skin. It is rather cold in here.


‘You really do say stupid things, Frank,’ she goes on. ‘And who are you to judge who I fall in love with?’


I nibble my bottom lip, my eyes narrowing at the space before me, as Clara continues to drone in my ear, words I am not paying attention to in the least. I discreetly peek over my shoulder, and all is answered when I find Lady Taya Winters on the row behind me. She looks up from her hymn sheet, her bright green eyes shimmering, and I quickly turn back, catching a breath. How is it so a woman can do that? Quite literally steal the air from my lungs? Is she a witch?


‘Who are you looking at?’ Clara asks, looking over her shoulder.


‘No one.’ I grab her arm and swing her back to face the front. ‘Now shut up.’


‘What did you do to Benjamin?’ she hisses, quite out of the blue.


‘Nothing too brutal.’ I say, pulling myself back into the room for the joyful occasion, facing the happy couple once again, pretending the enticing sight of Taya Winters isn’t lingering behind me.


‘Frank!’


‘Don’t make me take further action, Clara.’


She huffs, and it is disrespectful, although completely expected from my littlest sister. And to think when she arrived in London for this season she was full of enthusiasm and couldn’t wait to party with the poshest. That all changed rather quickly when she grasped the constraints she faced. ‘And what will you do?’ she asks with a strong voice that she would do well to manage.


‘Send you back to the countryside.’


‘You wouldn’t,’ she whisper-hisses, outraged.


‘Try me.’ I smile and nod to Papa and Mama as they follow Eliza and Johnny out of the church. ‘A stable boy is a stretch too far, Clara.’


‘Oh, but a murdering duke is just fine.’


I roll my eyes and edge out, walking out of the church with the rest of the family, making a conscious effort not to allow my eyes to fall anywhere near Taya Winters. She makes me feel … uncomfortable. ‘You know as well as I do that the Duke is not responsible for any murders.’


‘Unfortunately, yes, I do.’ She trails me as we leave the church. ‘It is all right for you, Frank, for you may do as you please and have dalliances galore.’


Apparently not. Not any more. ‘I know not what you speak of,’ I say stoically, making Clara roll her eyes.


‘Where has that snake Lymington disappeared to, anyway? There has been nothing written in the newspapers about what has happened to that old heathen. Why?’


Clara is right. Absolutely nothing, and I am suspicious. It’s no secret the Prince Regent favours The London Times, but he is also Lymington’s friend, so I expect the fact that Eliza revealed Lymington to be the murderer of Johnny’s father and the reason the Winters family left London, for their safety, may change that. Time will tell. ‘I know not, sweet sister, but rest assured justice will be served.’


‘Sweet?’ she questions, nudging my shoulder as we come to a stop outside the church doors. ‘Oh, please. And if you want justice served, just put Lymington in a room with our lovely new brother-in-law. I’m sure the Duke will teach him a lesson or two. After all, murder is punishable by death.’


I smile at Clara’s candid attitude; she’ll make a great reporter one day, I’m certain of it, but my smile drops when I catch Taya Winters approaching me. Oh God. I begin to shift, uncomfortable. What the hell is wrong with me? I usually laugh in the face of a pretty girl. Knock them back with my killer smile. Look at them with a million promises in my eyes. This woman, though, has me in a bit of a fluster. I haven’t even ever spoken to her. How is this possible?


I bow, as one would expect in the presence of a lady. ‘My lady,’ I say politely, keeping my eyes low.


‘Mr Melrose,’ she replies simply.


And those two words set my insides alight. Good grief, her voice is soft, almost a whisper, sweet without being sickly, seductive without effort.


And dangerous.


My heart thrums. My breathing diminishes, my skin prickles. It is all so very odd, but completely unstoppable, which is most unfortunate because stop it I must.


‘Brother?’


I blink myself out of my daze and find Clara looking up at me in question. Then I glance past her and find Lady Taya watching me closely, in interest, as if she has mind-read my mental analysis of her attractive assets and my body’s reactions to her. I suddenly feel so very exposed and vulnerable. I blink and look away, claim Clara, and walk us on. I remind myself that I have never been short of a pretty girl to bed, none of whom, I further remind myself, are related to me. ‘I am all right,’ I assure Clara as we approach the happy couple, and they are so very, very happy. Sickeningly so. We join Mama and Papa in wishing them well, and I take the needed moment to gather myself. Or, failing that, distract myself.


‘You look beautiful, sister,’ I say, taking in her simple muslin gown that is, naturally, made of the most luxurious material. I cannot even comprehend the level of excitement Eliza must be feeling, for now she will fulfil some of her biggest dreams, the first one being to travel far and wide. I expect she will return with glorious stories to write.


She smiles, a true smile, one that has been so very rare since we moved to London. For that alone, I will forgive the Duke for being a tactless beast, for he is quite tender with Eliza.


‘As do you, brother.’ She reaches for my jacket and tweaks a gold button. ‘Another new coat?’


I wrinkle my nose at her and swat her hand away. ‘Of course.’


‘Well, I suppose for a special occasion, it is acceptable.’


I roll my eyes and kiss her cheek. ‘Congratulations.’


‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘You know, I read your story last night while I was trying to get to sleep.’


‘I hope it did not send you to sleep.’


She laughs. ‘It did not.’


‘What a relief.’


‘It’s very good, Frank, I must say.’


I try to be nonchalant, as though of course I know it’s good, but Eliza knows me too well. It would be a waste of energy. ‘You really think so?’


‘Yes, I do.’ She removes a piece of paper from the satin pouch dangling from her wrist and slips it into my inside pocket. ‘You’ve always been a good writer, brother, that we all know. What was lacking was desire, and desire is what makes authenticity. I’m very happy to feel the passion in your words.’


‘Thank you.’ She knows that means an incredible amount to me, to know she thinks my words worthy of the front page that she has dominated for so long. I look at Johnny, who is approaching, and shake his hand, clearing my throat as I do. ‘Make sure you look after her.’ I frown to myself. ‘Your Grace,’ I add. Must I still have to honour him with his title, since I am now family?


‘Frank!’ Eliza gasps.


‘Really?’ the Duke asks, his hold of my hand tightening somewhat.


‘Yes, really,’ I confirm, not backing down. ‘Don’t make me hurt you, Winters.’


‘Papa, please,’ Eliza begs. ‘Make him stop.’


‘Or don’t.’ The Duke squeezes harder, making my teeth clench and my jaw start to ache.


I move in closer, my eyes narrowed, my hand, too, tightening.


‘Boys,’ Mama breathes. ‘Come now.’


Johnny yanks on my hand, forcing me forward, and then his serious, rather deadly expression cracks. And he smiles as he releases my hand and hauls me in for an uncharacteristically friendly hug. ‘You ass,’ he says over a laugh, as I discreetly shake my hand back to life. ‘Perhaps next it will be you walking out of the church with a bride.’


I snort, pushing myself out of his embrace. ‘Let us not get excited,’ I mutter, making him laugh, and Mama, Papa and Eliza look at me, all with tilted heads. ‘I’m too busy.’


‘Doing what?’ Clara asks. I give her another warning look. She has too much to say today, and I can’t say I appreciate much of it.


‘Oh, you are a treasure, my boy,’ Papa says over a light laugh, waving for Wisteria Winters, the Duke’s mother, to join us. ‘Come, come,’ he calls, and she does, bringing Johnny’s brother, Sampson, and his sister, God help me, Taya, with her. I remain focused on Eliza, not only to avoid Taya, but also because I have never seen my sister looking so radiant and it is quite the vision. I always knew she would need a strong, somewhat determined man to take her on. Frederick Lymington was, bluntly, never going to survive such a task, so it is just as well my sister fell into the affections of another man. Johnny Winters has got what it takes, I’m sure of that.


‘Ah, here is your transportation,’ I say, watching my horse, Figaro, which I have gifted to the newlyweds for a time, for he is fit and steadfast and sure to last the journey to the sea, pulling a remarkably ornate carriage up the lane. ‘I do hope you enjoy your bridal tour.’ I wander over when it comes to a stop and helpfully open the door for my sister. ‘Be sure to make plenty of notes and bring home many tales of your travels.’


Eliza smiles, picks up the bottom of her dress and proceeds to kiss the cheeks of Mama and Wisteria Winters before finishing with Papa, who smiles down at her fondly. Then she goes to her husband, and he helps her up into the carriage before turning and nodding to us.


‘We will see you very soon,’ he says, tipping his hat.


I smile, not looking forward to missing my sister, but very much looking forward to not having her stories to compete with. She’s an exceptional writer, could make even the most boring of tales riveting. We wave them off on their travels as a further two carriages are pulled up the lane to take us back to our house to celebrate.


A footman opens the door for me, and I move forward to climb in but stop when I see someone out the corner of my eye. God damn it. ‘My lady,’ I smile tightly, my eyes low, sweeping my hand out in gesture for Taya.


She picks up the bottom of her dress and walks past me, stopping just shy of the steps up into the carriage. She keeps her attention forward, and my senses are bombarded by the most intoxicating scent. Lord above, what is that? I discreetly inhale through my nose, fighting off the dizziness. Honeysuckle. It’s honeysuckle, delightfully sweet. I find myself leaning forward, drawn to it, and she looks at me, tilting her head. I withdraw and swallow, as she removes her bonnet and shakes out her hair. Long, unruly hair. Hair that is unmanageable, I expect. She climbs in, I close the door, and make my way to another carriage. A safer carriage.


And I vehemently ignore the pulse that’s erupted inside my breeches.


‘I’m afraid there is no room, Frank,’ Mama says, shifting up close to Lady Wisteria.


‘I’m sure there is space in the other coach,’ Papa says.


I look back at the other coach, the coach I abandoned only a moment ago, seeing Sampson Winters climbing into it, joining his sister Taya. Jesus. The carriage carrying Mama, Papa, Lady Wisteria and Clara rolls away, and I am left standing on the dirt contemplating my options.


Then Sampson’s dark blonde, curly mop pops out of the window. ‘Come on, Melrose, we haven’t got all day.’


‘Pray for me,’ I whisper to myself, wandering over and climbing up into the carriage. I lower to my seat, which is, unfortunately, opposite His Lordship and Her Ladyship, so avoiding eye contact could be somewhat tricky.


The carriage starts rumbling along, and Taya pulls out a fan, wafting it leisurely in front of her face, blowing her unmanageable hair around her face. My God, what is she doing? I don’t know, but I’m beginning to think that the hair matches the owner. Unmanageable. Let it be known, that fan is not there to cool Lady Taya Winters down, for London is hardly boasting soaring temperatures today. No, that fan is a tool, and by God it works.


She gazes out of the window, smiling over the top of it, and I swallow, as Sampson declares his departure, virtually diving out of the window.


‘What the bloody hell are you doing?’ I blurt, practically lunging for his leg to save him from falling to the cutting stones. Of course, I miss it, for the man moves fast, and I look out of the window, turning my head to see up onto the roof. He’s sitting up there, relaxed, taking in the view. ‘Such a waste to be cooped up like chickens in there,’ he says happily, turning his eyes to me. ‘Behave, won’t you, Melrose, while I am up here, and you are down there with my sister?’


I huff and pull myself back into the carriage, and I get as comfortable as one can in such a situation. Which is what, I ask myself. What is the situation? Just an attractive lady? I am used to those. But this one? Perhaps it is because she is forbidden, for everyone wants what they cannot have.


I reach into my pocket to retrieve my story and distract myself by reading for a time, so I may ignore the rather pleasant feeling of her eyes on me. I frown, feeling around in my pocket. My heart begins to race. ‘Oh no,’ I murmur, scanning the floor at my feet. The bench either side of me. My lap. ‘Bugger it all, no.’


‘Looking for this?’


I peek up and find Lady Taya waving a foolscap folio before her face, the piece replacing her fan. I gasp and reach forward, snatching it from her grasp, and she recoils, surprised. My God, did she read it?


‘I’ll take that as a yes.’


I scowl to myself and tuck it away, looking out of the window. ‘I apologise, I did not mean to act so sharply.’


‘What is it?’ she asks.


‘Private.’


‘Oh? You won’t tell me? Not even if I promise to keep it a secret?’


I peek at her, and she starts wafting that fan again, her smile hardly seen. Unmanageable! ‘Oh please,’ I say, unable to stop myself. ‘Your tactics are insulting.’ Does she think I’m that shallow? And then it occurs to me that perhaps she does. My God, does everyone think I am so shallow? One dimensional? That a seductive smile and a silent promise may influence me. I feel sick. Wait. What is she promising?


Frank!


She laughs, and it is like sweet whispers in my ear. ‘I do not have tactics, Mr Melrose. I’m simply curious.”’


‘Well, my lady,’ I smile, and it is forced. ‘A gentleman never tells.’


‘Tells what?’ she asks quickly and strongly, coy, letting her smile loose. She needs to stop smiling at me immediately. And laughing. In fact, she shouldn’t talk to me or look at me either.


I raise my eyebrows and return to admiring the view, ignoring her question, but am disturbed from the challenge of pretending she isn’t here when she starts shifting in her seat. I peek out the corner of my eye, watching her, as she rootles in the top of her dress. What is she doing? I gulp, my eyes rooted on the creamy flesh of her chest, until she eventually pulls something out and unfolds it. She settles again, pulling a pencil from her pouch, and starts tilting her head back and forth, concentrating as she studies the paper, taking the pencil in every so often and flicking it here and there. I frown, craning my head to see what it is she is doing.


Her hand stills. She glances up. And I quickly redivert my attention to the view. I can feel her smiling eyes on me, and I sigh, looking at her, making her aware that I am aware of her tactics, though why she is doing this is beyond me.


I scowl and she smirks. My God, she’s infuriating. I try to settle, I try so hard, but I continue to fidget terribly, the tension thick. Sexual tension?


‘So,’ she says, and I blink, snapped from my brief silent wondering. ‘What do you think to this marriage between my brother and your sister?’ she asks.


‘Is it not a trifle too late to be asking for opinions on this joining?’ I don’t look at her.


‘Perhaps,’ she muses. ‘But do you think it is a good coupling? I love my brother dearly.’


‘As I love my sister, too, my lady.’


‘Well, my brother is a duke. Our family is renowned.’


It is as if she thinks it her responsibility to look out for her brother. For Christ’s sake, her brother is an athletic, six-foot four-inch bison of a man, and she is a petite, slender, willowy female with, I realise now, an air of self-importance about her. ‘Your family, my lady, were renowned for being dead.’ She flinches, as do I. Did I just say that?


‘I beg your pardon?’


God damn me. ‘I mean …’ Hell, what do I mean? ‘My sister is a beautiful woman inside and out.’ I level Lady Taya Winters with a serious look, forcing myself to withstand the beauty which is now glaring back at me. ‘Our family owns the most successful newspaper in London, and soon beyond.’ How dare she question our position. Our worthiness. We’ve worked hard for it. I inwardly wince. Papa has worked hard for it. Eliza has worked hard for it. Me? ‘Stop the carriage!’ I yell, making Taya shoot forward abruptly when the horses skid to a stop.


‘Oh my!’ she shrieks.


‘Hell!’ Sampson shouts from the roof.


I catch Taya and ease her back onto her seat. ‘I think I shall walk from here,’ I say gently, getting out of the carriage, feeling suffocated by both the enclosed space and who is in it, and by my apparent shortcomings.


‘Mr Melrose, I didn’t––’


‘Good day to you, my lady.’


‘Where are you going, Melrose?’ Sampson yells, righting his splayed body on the roof.


I slip on my hat and start the long walk home, pulling my story out of my inside pocket and reading it for the thousandth time, getting tingles from top to toe once again. Imagine, I think, as I wander alone, how new eyes will feel reading it for the first time if I myself am awed?


This is better. Air to breathe freely. My focus reset.


The nerve of that woman.


Dislike her. I must dislike her, and she has given me good cause.


It will be a hell of a lot easier than lusting after her.





Chapter 3



As the bridal party took a little detour around the royal park en route to the house, they are only just arriving when I round the corner into Belmore Square, which is alive, loud and bustling, talk of the newly wedded couple now venturing off to lands far and wide fuelling the excitement. I go to the first carriage and offer my hand to Mama, who breezes down as if she is floating, her chin high, daring anyone on the square to question her status, for, let it be known, Florence Melrose has arrived, and she is not going anywhere. The fact Lady Tillsbury and Lady Blythe, both respected ladies of the ton, have become rather fond of my bright, chatty, unconventional mother has helped her cause, no doubt as well as her eldest daughter’s marriage to a duke. Ladies of the ton want to be friends with ladies in the know, and Florence Melrose, wife of the owner of the most successful newspaper in London, is certainly in the know. Who needs a gossip paper when we have Florence Melrose?


‘Thank you, Francis,’ Mama says, linking arms with Father, who is waiting for her on the cobbles, and letting him lead her up the steps to our home. They are both floating now, and they both look so very happy. It is a new era for the Melroses, one without stress and financial pressures. One where I shall step up.


I pull my jacket in and take one step but pause when I notice something is missing. I look left and right, then back to the carriages. ‘Bugger,’ I hiss to myself. Where the hell has she disappeared to? I look towards Mr Fitzgerald’s house, the architect who designed Belmore Square and also the stable boy’s employer. I must go there and have a word with him. Ask him kindly to threaten the boy with his job if he continues to see Clara, because my word of warning, I fear, has had no effect whatsoever. Yes, I must. And there is no time like the present.


‘And where are you going?’ Taya Winters asks as I pass her, my eyes purposely evading her willowy form.


‘I don’t believe that is a concern of yours,’ I say, being as polite as I can be, smiling tightly, my eyes low as I walk away from her. Since my body’s reactions are quite unstoppable around this woman, I must not look at her. Or smell her. In fact, avoiding her is imperative; if she would only stay out of my way.


‘I’m not sure my brother, or, equally, your sister, will be too pleased about your absence when they arrive home for the celebrations.’


I stop and frown at the intricate, gilded railings that circle the gardens of Belmore Square. Whatever is she talking about? ‘My sister and her husband’ – who, highly distressingly, is Taya’s brother, therefore there is no getting away from her – ‘have left for Paris, where they will spend a few days being all romantic, I suppose, and then sail to Italy and a few other European destinations, before they head for Ind …’ I fade off, not just because Taya Winter’s is showing amusement, but because another carriage has just turned onto the square, and pulling it is a horse I recognise. My horse. Figaro.


‘Ah, here they are!’ Wisteria sings, prompting Mama and Papa to turn at the top of the steps, where all the residents of Belmore Square can see them perfectly well.


‘What is going on?’ I ask no one in particular.


Taya Winters is quick to enlighten me. ‘They decided to postpone their bridal tour.’


‘Pardon me?’ I turn a stunned look onto her, one which I can tell she is relishing. Postpone? But they cannot. I have a story to publish. News to tell.


‘Their bridal tour, they are not go––’


‘Yes, yes, I heard you the first time.’ This is rather unfortunate, I must say.


Taya blinks her surprise. ‘You are very rude, Mr Melrose.’


I laugh under my breath. This woman is quite unbelievable. ‘I am rude?’


‘Yes, you are rude,’ she says, folding her arms over her chest, and, as a consequence, further pushing her breasts up. Naturally, and unstoppably, my eyes drop to the swelling, peachy globes that are only partially covered by her dark blonde waves.


‘I apologise,’ I say over a swallow, ripping my eyes away, feeling rather hot.


‘Maybe I won’t accept your apology.’


‘That is your prerogative, my lady.’ I smile and relish the slight tick of her jaw. I’m certain she wants to take my apology and push it down my throat, and because I am truly concerned she may do just that – for she apparently has sass for days – I climb the steps to my rather pleased-looking parents. ‘Eliza is not leaving to travel?’


‘Not yet, dear,’ Mama says.


Papa shrugs. ‘She claims to have work to do, and I have long stopped arguing with your sister on matters of work.’


Well, this is perfect. My plan has just gone up in smoke. I would like to tell Eliza’s new husband to insist. Unfortunately, I cannot do that without risking upsetting a great many people. Bugger it all, what now?


I turn to face the square as rapturous applause breaks out, seeing the carriage come to a stop. So now they love the Duke, do they? Idolise him? The hypocrites. These people gave the Winters hell. Snubbed them. Practically chased them out of town, and here they all are celebrating the Duke’s happy ever after.


I watch the ton welcome back the previously disgraced Duke with open arms as I lean on my cane, feeling that familiar burning sensation again. Eyes on me. Don’t look, Frank. Do not look.


But my eyes betray me, and I peek up. She is standing at the back of the carriage, and when I catch her eye, she quickly looks away. I watch in fascination as her chest slowly rises and falls. Watch her flustered hand brush her hair out of her face, and then she peeks at me again, and I catch it, as well as the flush of her cheeks.
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