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            Chapter One

            Isle of Synne, December 1819

         

         If she didn’t lose her temper—and her position as a consequence—she would count it a miracle.

         Miss Poppy Tilburn bared her teeth in a semblance of a smile and prayed for patience, something that had never been her strength. “I’m certain the young ladies never meant to insult you, miss, what with the chaos of arrival and all,” she said in an impressively calm voice as she put the last of the pins in the girl’s hair.

         Miss Arabella Linley glared at Poppy in the dressing table mirror, her blue eyes snapping fire. Poppy, along with the Linleys, had arrived on the Isle of Synne for the Duke of Hollyton’s holiday house party at one of his minor country estates just that morning—though “minor” was the last word Poppy would have used for the place, as it was bigger than any house she’d been in before. By Miss Linley’s account, however, it was an insult to be invited to such an “unimportant” location, made worse by the fact that the duke had hardly acknowledged her upon her arrival, leaving his elderly great-aunt, the dowager duchess, and her friend Lady Tesh to do the brunt of the receiving.

         Adding to her ire had been the surprising number of young, single ladies present, and those women had apparently been anything but warm. Poppy rather thought the lack of friendliness in their greetings could have been more from a dislike of Miss Linley than from any hostility relating to matrimonial chances with the duke. The girl was quite the most needlessly cruel person Poppy had ever had the misfortune to work for, after all, and it was doubtful her waspish nature was confined to her interactions with servants.

         “You know nothing of society,” Miss Linley snapped, before placing a hand to her stomach and frowning. She’d had a tough time of it on the road, and it appeared she had still not recovered. Her waxen complexion was made all the worse by the rouge she’d liberally applied to her cheeks in an effort to disguise it.

         But nauseated or not, she would not be dissuaded from her pique. She drew in a slow breath and squared her shoulders. “What those girls did came dangerously close to the cut direct,” she continued, returning her attention to her own reflection in the looking glass. “If we were in London, and not closely watched by the dowager duchess and that sharp-eyed viscountess, I would have shown them they cannot treat me in such a way.”

         She reached for her enameled jewelry box and flung it open, riffling through the shimmering pieces within. Grabbing a diamond earring, she held it to her lobe before huffing in disgust and tossing it back into the box. Poppy fought to keep from wincing as the valuable jewel clattered among myriad strewn stones and gold chains. She could have fed a small village for an entire year with just one gem from that pile.

         But Miss Linley, only daughter of Sir Reginald Linley, a baronet with more money than brains, was quite unaware that minor problems such as starvation existed, as her cavalier handling of her jewels proved. “Of course, how could you possibly know the importance of one’s social standing,” she continued, studying her sable curls, which Poppy had arranged so carefully, in the glass with a critical eye. “You’re a mere lady’s maid, after all. And before that, you were a common kitchen maid, as your amateur attempts to dress my hair prove.” Her lip curled, even as Poppy’s stomach sank. “In truth, Prudence, you’re lucky to be here at all.”

         Poppy winced at the use of her birth name, a label she wore like a hair shirt to remind herself why she had left home all those years ago. Poppy was who she was in her heart, the private bit of herself she held on to with all her might. It was the name Marcus, her dearest—and only—childhood friend had given her, telling her that, with her flame hair and resilience even in adversity, she was much like the poppies his mother used to have in her garden. When the truth of her parentage had been revealed to her, so much worse than what she and the rest of the world had been led to believe, she’d been forced to put an end to that friendship. But she had never forgotten him. Nor had she forgotten that he’d made her feel like she wasn’t an outcast, a poor relation barely tolerated by the aunt and uncle who had reluctantly taken her in when her mother had died in childbirth.

         But Poppy would not think on any of that now. She took a slow breath in through her nose, reminding herself that, if the staff at Sir Reginald’s London residence were to be believed—and they had been quite vocal on the fact—Miss Linley was lucky to have found anyone willing to take on the position as her lady’s maid.

         Poppy had thought herself blessed—finally—to land the post when the employment agency had offered it to her a month ago. After months of desperate searching, without a single reference from the long line of horrible positions she’d had up until then, Poppy had just about given up hope that she would find anything at all.

         It hadn’t taken her long, however, to learn that the position had been offered only because the registry office had no other choice. Miss Linley, it seemed, had gone through six lady’s maids in less than a year and had run out of women willing to take on the monumental task of dealing with the young lady’s volatile nature.

         Except for Poppy, apparently. Who wasn’t qualified so much as she was available. And desperate.

         Miss Linley craned her long neck to glare over her shoulder at her. “Are you just going to stand there like an imbecile? Go and air my gown for this evening, the scarlet silk. I cannot fail to outshine the others with such a color.”

         “Yes, miss,” Poppy replied evenly.

         “While I’m out this afternoon, you’re to go and cut me some sprigs of holly; I spied several bushes on the drive up to the house. I shall wear them in my hair daily, in honor of His Grace’s title. Surely he will appreciate such an effort on my part.”

         She frowned, studying her wan face in the glass. A twinge of concern settled in Poppy’s chest. She had thought once they were finally at Hollyton Manor that the young woman would quickly recover. But it seemed her stomach was not quite used to being on even ground.

         “Mayhap you should stay behind and rest for the afternoon, Miss Linley,” she ventured. “To give yourself time to recover before the evening’s entertainments—”

         An outraged look from the girl had Poppy’s jaw closing with a snap of teeth. “Are you mad?” she bit out. “And give those harpies below a minute’s more time with the duke? I shan’t provide them the advantage. Now go.”

         Poppy needed no further urging. She hurried off to the adjoining dressing room, closing the door behind her with a sigh. She had worked under cruel housekeepers, and cooks who raged and threw pans. And before that, she had been raised by a couple who had never allowed her to forget that she should be grateful for every crumb she received from them. Surely, she thought as she hung up the exquisite red silk gown, she could handle one spoiled debutante.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Damn and blast to all spoiled debutantes, Poppy thought sometime later as she trudged through the fresh snow.

         She didn’t know how long she had searched for the holly bush Miss Linley had spied upon their arrival. It could have been ten minutes; it could have been ten hours. Though to Poppy, it felt closer to the latter. Her feet were numb in her shoes, her teeth chattering as she attempted to secure her thin wool cloak more firmly about her shoulders. All so a young woman might wear a few sprigs in her hair to impress a man.

         She let out a frustrated huff, her breath forming a cloud in the frigid air. The only thing she knew was she had been tramping down Hollyton Manor’s long drive for what seemed an eternity and had not spied a single holly bush. No doubt the girl had been mistaken. Poppy should give up and return to the house.

         But she was also painfully aware that Miss Linley would have her head if she came back empty-handed. And she needed this position so desperately. With her lack of references—and she had no doubt she would not receive one from the Linleys should they let her go—she would be lucky to land a position as a chambermaid now.

         She would never regret fleeing her childhood home at such a young age, of course. Though to call it a “home” was a stretch to even the most fertile imagination. It had been a mere house, a cold place with neither love nor affection. And then it had become something much worse when, after she had been forced to drive Marcus away, the vicar, the one person in the entire village who had shown Poppy kindness, had died. Her aunt had wasted no time in ridding herself of her unwanted niece after that, practically selling Poppy off at fifteen to the village’s biggest lecher. She shivered with something other than cold as she thought of what her fate would have been had she stayed. No, she could not regret escaping.

         Even so, she had begun to wonder if her aunt cursing her on her departure hadn’t set some fiery demon after her, intent on making her life hell. From losing her first position when her employer fled the country after killing a man in a duel, to being kicked out into the street after refusing her next employer’s advances, to being accused of breaking a valuable serving dish and thereby losing not only her job but any meager wages she had made as well, misfortune had seemed to bite at her heels. This position, a last attempt after months of searching, had given her the first spark of hope in years; life, it seemed, was finally turning in her favor.

         What a foolish creature she had been.

         Hunching down farther into her cloak to try to preserve what little warmth she could, she soldiered on, the snow crunching under her feet as she scanned the landscape for any sign of the shrub. If she developed frostbite and lost a toe, it would be only what she deserved after her ill-conceived bit of optimism. But she would keep moving forward, just as she always had. And right now, moving forward meant locating that blasted holly bush.

         Finally she spied it, a beast of a shrub, the glossy dark green leaves and bright red berries under their blanket of snow like a beacon of hope. Sighing in relief, she hurried to it. Then, removing a small pair of shears from the pocket at her waist, she gingerly took hold of several of the prettiest branches, snipping them off, positioning them in her grip so the sharp leaves didn’t poke through her thin gloves.

         She was just about to turn around and start the long trek back to the house when she heard the muffled galloping hooves of a single horse. A quick glance down the long drive and she spied the animal headed fast toward her. Between the drifts of snow kicked up by its massive hooves, the puffs of hot air from its nostrils, and the hulking rider on its back, it looked like one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse coming to claim her soul.

         That image was made complete a moment later when a deep voice echoed through the chill air. “Are you Prudence?”

         Alarm shot through her. She clutched the holly branches tighter. “Yes,” she responded hesitantly.

         In mere seconds the horse and rider were there before her. The man swung from the saddle and stood to face her. He was incredibly tall and broad-shouldered, his form encased in a long wool coat. A hat was pulled down low over his eyes, a scarf wound about his neck and the bottom half of his face. The only bit of him showing were his eyes, a warm, piercing brown that sent a jolt of awareness through her.

         “I’m sorry, I hope I didn’t startle you,” he said, the words muffled by the scarf though incredibly gentle for the deep timbre of his voice. “Your presence is required back at the house. Miss Linley has need of you immediately—”

         Suddenly he stopped, his eyes widening as he stared in disbelief at her, as if he had just seen a ghost. “Poppy?”

         Her muscles seized in shock. One person, and one person alone, had ever used that name. She gripped her cloak tighter about her, taking an instinctual step back. “Who are you?” she demanded, confusion making her voice warble.

         The man reached up with large, gloved hands and unwound the scarf from his face. Revealing the features of a person she had not thought to ever see again.

         “Marcus?” she breathed. But no, it couldn’t be. Surely it had been her remembering him earlier that had her thinking he was here in the flesh. Some figment of her imagination brought on by the exhaustion of travel and the bone-deep cold. The person before her only resembled the dear friend from her youth. It did not matter that this stranger had the same cleft chin, the same hawk nose, the same kind eyes. Marcus had been thin and gentle, and uncommonly awkward. This man was strength personified, large and powerful and magnetic.

         When he smiled, however, any doubt she’d had disappeared as quickly as her breath in the winter air.

         “My God, Poppy. It is you.”

         She hardly heard the squeal that escaped her numb lips as she launched herself forward. His arms came about her, his laugh ringing through the chill air and bouncing off the snow-laden trees, mingling with her own exclamations of delight, a symphony of joy.

         “I cannot believe it!” She laughed, all too aware of her need to stand on her toes to reach his neck. “But goodness, you’ve grown. When last I saw you, you were a scrawny, clumsy thing.”

         He chuckled against her shoulder. “I would tease you right back if I wasn’t so blasted happy you’re alive.”

         “Alive?” She gave a startled bark of laughter, expecting him to join her. But he didn’t, merely holding her tighter. Alarmed, she pulled from his embrace and peered up into his face. There was no hint of teasing in his gaze; instead his eyes appeared suspiciously moist, emotion filling them to the brim.

         “I don’t understand,” she said, frowning. “Whatever gave you the idea that I was dead—”

         But in a flash she knew. Stunned, she stared at him. “My aunt and uncle spread it about that I’d died, didn’t they?”

         He frowned, realization beginning to set in, making his features stark. “They did. I returned after the school term, and my uncle first informed me of the vicar’s death.” A look of muted grief passed over his face, an emotion mirrored in Poppy. Though the man had been strict, he had been kind, and they had both loved him.

         “He then told me you had died as well,” he continued. “I refused to believe it. I even went to your aunt and uncle in an attempt to prove him wrong. But they confirmed everything, that you’d taken ill, that you succumbed so quickly. My God, why the hell would they have spread such horrible falsehoods?” His face contorted, anger and the hints of old grief darkening it, before, shaking his head, he collected himself. His gaze scoured her face, as if drinking her in. “I blamed myself for not being there for you. I’ve never forgiven myself.” Suddenly that same wonderful smile stretched his lips again, lighting up his face. “But you’re here. You’re really here.”

         Poppy found herself unable to do anything but smile back. She wanted to be angry. And deep down she was; fury at the Howsterns burned in her stomach. Their cruelties had continued on even after she’d cut them from her life, and not just to her but to Marcus as well. No doubt later on, when she had time to understand what had just happened, she would rage in private at them.

         But in that moment, with Marcus’s beloved yet altered face filling her vision, she could feel nothing but joy.

         “I am here,” she verified, the words thick with emotion. “And so are you. Oh, Marcus, I never thought I’d see you again. Especially after—”

         But the words stuck in her throat: Especially after their last fight, when she’d purposely pushed him away.

         She blanched, memories crashing over her head. It had been one thing to overlook their differences when they had been children, when they had been naïve and their heads filled with fantasies about who her mother and father could be. But once she had been confronted with the stark, devastating truth of her origins, once she had been so cruelly informed that any connection to her would put a stain on Marcus’s future, she’d had no choice but to end things between them.

         She took a hasty step back. The snow crunched under her shoes, the frigid air swirling between them. He didn’t say a word, merely looked at her, the ghosts of memory visible in his suddenly somber eyes. And she knew he remembered, too. Though from the small divot in between his brows, it was all too apparent he still did not agree with her decision. And no doubt he never would, not knowing the whole ugly truth of her origins.

         Suddenly unaccountably nervous, and too fragile to fight with him, she forced a smile. “I can’t believe we have run into each other after all this time. But how can you be here?”

         If he had been about to rehash their old argument, her question thankfully succeeded in distracting him from it. His expression altered, his eyes opening wide in shock. “Ah, God, I’d completely forgotten. Miss Linley has need of you. We’ve got to get you back to the manor house.”

         Through the riot of her emotions, she recalled what he’d said when he’d arrived. “Miss Linley.”

         If anything, his expression became grimmer. “I’ll explain everything on the way back. Come along; I’ll help you up.”

         Before Poppy quite knew what was happening, he’d guided her to the side of his mount. In the next instant he placed his large hands around her waist and hoisted her to sit sideways on the saddle as if she weighed no more than a leaf. By the time she found her voice to protest, he’d hefted himself up behind her, pulling her securely against him, and turned the horse’s head for the house.

         Poppy, however, had suddenly forgotten why they were on the horse, or even that just moments ago she had been close to freezing from the cold. The only thing she seemed to be aware of was Marcus’s warmth against her, his strong arm about her waist, his broad chest pressed to her side. Goodness, but he was a man grown now, wasn’t he? She swallowed hard. This was Marcus, she tried telling herself, the dearest friend she’d ever had. There was nothing carnal between them, and never had been.

         Except for those last months before she’d ended their friendship, when she had begun to see him as something more…

         The memory hit her hard, all the more potent for how completely she had erased it from her mind. And suddenly her awareness of him was magnified. Her body felt as though it were shot through with electricity where they touched, the heat that radiated off him doing strange things to her. His breath stirred the locks of hair that had escaped her bun, his arms on either side of her flexing and bunching as he guided the horse. And his thighs…ah, God, his thighs against her bottom and leg were firm, threaded through with muscle. And causing the strangest sensation between her legs.

         She should speak, should say something to break the charged silence between them—as well as to distract herself from her own mortifying physical reaction to him. But her lips remained closed, the only sound the muted cantering of the horse’s hooves on the fresh layer of snow and its heavy breathing. Or was that her breathing? She was feeling decidedly breathless…

         Suddenly he spoke, his voice a deep baritone that reverberated through her arm where it met his chest. “I’m sorry I didn’t return sooner. I should have returned sooner, instead of letting anger and pride keep me away, leaving you to their mercies for so long.”

         Blessedly his words obliterated her strange response to his nearness. Unfortunately, it touched on a subject that was still incredibly painful. Thoughts assailed her, of the Howsterns’ constant cruelties, of her fate had she stayed. Where just moments ago she had been affected in disturbing ways by his nearness, she was glad to be in his embrace. “And what would you have done?” she asked quietly.

         “I don’t know,” he murmured. He was silent again, then said, his voice stronger than before, “But you left on your own, didn’t you? I should have known you were strong enough to handle it. And now a lady’s maid? I’m proud of you, Poppy.”

         Her throat closed up, her eyes burning as the new warmth in her chest spread. How long had it been since someone had complimented her? How long since anyone had shown her the least bit of affection?

         But their conversation was drifting into dangerous waters. It made her want to never let him go now that she’d found him again. Which could never happen, now more than ever. She forced a small laugh. “Nonsense. It’s nothing to be proud of. But tell me about you. Do you know the Duke of Hollyton, then?”

         Marcus’s coughing fit startled her silent. His large body jolted against hers, his arm constricting about her. She gripped tight to that arm, alarmed, glancing up at him. His face was as red as her hair, his eyes streaming.

         “Marcus! Are you well?”

         “Yes,” he croaked between coughs. “Just choked is all.”

         “On what, air?”

         He managed a laugh. But it was a rough, almost wild thing. Before she could question him once more on his acquaintance with the duke, however, he spoke.

         “But I haven’t told you why we’re to return in such a hurry. Miss Linley became ill at afternoon tea. Quite ill.”

         She blinked. Ah yes, Miss Linley. She had quite forgotten about the young lady in the past minutes. She felt her cheeks heat, but her mortification was short-lived. “What do you mean, quite ill?”

         To her increased alarm, his expression turned uncomfortable. “Let us just say that her beautiful velvet gown will probably need to be discarded. As well as my jacket,” he said in an aside.

         “Oh, no,” Poppy moaned, imagining it all too well. “I knew she should have stayed in her room to recuperate from the journey.” She frowned. “But how did she manage to soil your jacket? Were you sitting so close to her then?” A peculiar thing. Miss Linley would never waste her time with a mere mister; she was after a high title and made no secret of it. And with a duke in residence, the highest title she could nab without resorting to royalty, the girl would be quite focused.

         “You could say we were sitting close,” he mumbled.

         Just then they cantered into the sweeping front drive. Though she knew she should be focusing on getting back to Miss Linley, Poppy couldn’t shake the sudden idea that Marcus was hiding something from her.

         They had always been uncommonly close, able to read each other’s emotions and thoughts with an eerie accuracy. And in the ten years since she’d seen him, it seemed their understanding of each other had not faded, as her awareness of the tension thrumming through his body confirmed.

         “Marcus,” she said slowly, turning in his arms to better face him, “why was Miss Linley sitting so close to you?”

         The look he gave her could only be described as pained. Yet still he didn’t answer her. Before she could question him again, however, they reached the front steps, and he pulled the horse up. Immediately a footman came running to take the reins.

         “Thank you, Bill,” Marcus said.

         “Of course, Your Grace.”

         The words hit Poppy with all the force of a runaway carriage. Your Grace? Surely the footman had mistaken Marcus for someone else. Her friend dismounted then and placed his hands about her waist to help her down. But she didn’t move to slide from the horse. She couldn’t move, frozen stiff at the grim look in his eyes.

         “Marcus?” she managed, her voice weak.

         He sighed, his fingers tightening on her waist. “I suppose you’ll find out sooner or later,” he said. “I’m the duke, Poppy. The Duke of Hollyton.”
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