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Why on earth would she want to kiss him when he vexed her so?


Diana Merriwell and Giles Sinclair only tolerate one another for the sake of their nearest and dearest. Everyone believes that they are meant to be together, but Diana and Giles know that it is animosity, not attraction, that fuels their barbed exchanges. Anyway, Diana loves her freedom too much to give it up for marriage, and Giles is happily wedded to his bachelor lifestyle.


After Giles’ curmudgeonly father, the Duke of Harpenden, unexpectedly turns up his toes, it’s only a matter of time before the circumstances of his only son’s birth are revealed. With the threat of blackmail hanging over him, Giles must uncover the truth, or he and all those who depend on him will be ruined.


As Giles and Diana dive into his family’s past, the attraction that they insisted wasn’t there proves impossible to ignore. It seems that the future of the Sinclair estate isn’t the only thing on the line. . .









For my tenacious and indomitable daughter Katie


A journalist who is convinced every heroine I write
is based on her


At least this time you share a job title and a way
with words, Pumpkin









Chapter One


OCTOBER 1826 . . .


Being a thoroughly disappointing son in every aspect of his life was a responsibility Giles Sinclair took seriously. So seriously that if a single week passed without his father’s irate censure of his inappropriate behavior, he considered himself a complete failure. After a worryingly quiet few weeks with only one minor skirmish over a reckless wager that had found the Duke of Harpenden’s increasingly deaf ears, he was determined to make tonight’s expensive party a resounding and scandalous success in time for his weekly audience with his disapproving sire on the morrow.


He sipped his apple juice, strategically disguised in a tall crystal flute so no one would realize he was stone-cold sober, while he watched the eclectic crowd and allowed himself a rare moment of satisfaction. The great and the good, the famous and the infamous, were all crammed into the fashionable Egyptian-themed ballroom of his Bloomsbury town house. Two hours in and it was all going swimmingly, with several of the more outrageous guests already three sheets to the wind. In another hour or so, the majority would be tipsy and that always made for good entertainment. By the time they all poured out onto the pavement in the small hours, it was imperative that a goodly handful had thoroughly disgraced themselves to ensure his latest and most hastily arranged Annual Reprobates Ball was more shocking than the last. Another point of petty principle and, frankly, the only rebellion he had against all the lies his sire had told the world. Lies that had ruined Giles’s life the day it started but which his conscience would never allow him to refute.


“I want every champagne glass filled to the brim, Dalton, and not with that cheap stuff you procured from your shady contacts at the docks. Use the Veuve Clicquot with abandon and make no secret of it.” Nothing inflamed the duke hotter than reckless spending on frivolous hedonism. Especially if he thought he was funding it all.


Not that he was, of course.


As a point of principle, Giles hadn’t spent a single farthing of his allowance in a decade. Instead, like Robin Hood, he covertly put it to work repairing all his father’s many misdeeds, anonymously righting wrongs while he lived off his own wits and canny business acumen. And he had done a bloody good job of it, too, enough that he could afford to fill every bathtub in Bloomsbury with the finest French champagne if he wanted and still have change to spare on another shiny new pair of Hoby boots.


Not that the old man knew any of that, either.


Nobody did.


Such restraint, dogged determination, philanthropy, and hard work would only encourage people to reevaluate him, and that wouldn’t do at all when being underestimated came in so very handy. And it went without saying that his sordid little secret would thoroughly ruin his already atrocious reputation when his father despaired of that most of all. A two-faced irony that never failed to amuse him.


“The Veuve Clicquot?” His butler-cum-valet rolled his only eye. “Even though half the guests are already so drunk they wouldn’t know Veuve Clicquot from horse piss? It’s a dreadful waste of good champagne, if you ask me.”


“But I didn’t ask you, did I, Dalton? I never do, yet you bore me with your unwelcome opinions regardless.” Giles grabbed a passing canapé before he waved his wholly unsuitable servant away. “Bubbles for everyone and that is an order.”


“Yes, my lord.” With his customary insolence, Dalton tugged his forelock then strode off, his intricately carved peg leg clonking loudly on the solid marble floor Giles had had imported at vast expense from Italy.


Both things had sent the duke into a rage.


The marble tiles because they had cost an arm and a leg, and his butler because while Dalton wasn’t completely devoid of one arm, alongside the eye and the leg, he had lost a couple of fingers on his left hand.


Dalton had nobly mislaid all those unfortunate body parts as a young sailor at the Battle of Trafalgar but was paid handsomely to solemnly tell anyone who happened to inquire that he didn’t like to talk of his former life as a pirate, now that he was trying to be respectable.


As a bevy of liveried footmen distributed freshly filled glasses amongst his guests, Giles sensed her before she spoke, or rather sniffed her. The heady scent of fat summer roses tinged with peach and the merest smidgen of vanilla was as unique a perfume as the unconventional and vexing woman who wore it.


“You will be delighted to learn that Lady Sewell and that awful Russian count you insist on inviting to everything are in the midst of a tryst in your music room.”


She had a penchant for bold, fashionable gowns despite her desire to blend into the wall, and tonight’s was particularly lovely. The ivory silk skimmed her curves in all the right places while the saucy flashes of red at the hem and the big ribbon that highlighted her trim waist complemented her dark hair to perfection. As was her way, that hair was arranged in a sophisticated but asymmetrical style that went completely against the current fashion for symmetry but suited her regardless, for she wasn’t so much a woman who marched to the beat of her own drum but one who made it seem as if everyone else were out of step. She was, as always, stunning—not that he would ever tell her, of course. “I suppose that shocking incident is bound to feature in your newspaper tomorrow, harridan?”


“As usual, I have no earthly idea what you are talking about.” Miss Diana Merriwell sipped her champagne with artful nonchalance as she gazed at the sea of twirling silk on the dance floor rather than at him. “But that is hardly a surprise.” She always delivered her insults deadpan for maximum effect, and that never failed to make her feline green eyes sparkle. “You rarely make any sense at the best of times, my dear Lord Bellingham, and I confess, I have long given up any hope of you ever doing so. If you weren’t so inextricably linked to my brother-in-law, I would have washed my hands of the chore of you last winter—but alas . . .” She sighed as if merely knowing him was a huge inconvenience. “You continue to linger on the periphery of my life like a bad smell.”


Giles took no offense at her words. In the last twelve months she had said far worse and so had he, because sparring was what they did.


“Then you flatly deny all of your insightful contributions to The London Tribune’s gossip column of late?”


“As if the establishment would ever trust a mere woman to write the news.”


“But you are Diana—Goddess of the Hunt and Hunter of the Truth.”


She stifled a yawn. “I simply edit some of the stories for spelling and grammar as a way to pass the time. How do you aristocrats stand the monotonous boredom of an inane life of leisure?” Another well-placed barb that made him smile. She loved to put him in his place. Nothing here impressed her.


“And there I was, quietly impressed with your journalistic aplomb, but alas . . .” He stared at the dance floor, too, as if he were bored stiff with it all. “Had I known you had no real press credentials whatsoever and are merely a nitpicking grammarian, I never would have invited you here tonight. And now I am peeved, for if you do not smear all of this evening’s shocking scandals over your tawdry paper tomorrow, then who will?”


“A mystery, to be sure—but I am certain you will not have to worry. When one courts scandal like you do, Giles, word inevitably gets around.” She slanted him a knowing glance. “And fast, too . . . so your father is bound to be spouting steam from his ears in time for your audience with him tomorrow, exactly as you intended.”


Her canny intelligence always grated. “As usual, I have no earthly idea what you are talking about, either, Diana.” The more he got to know her, the more he became convinced she read him like a book, and that really galled him. Because Giles liked to think he was always the canniest person in any room and several paces ahead of the crowd—but she was always hot on his heels. Or more often, he trailed on hers. “Hardly a surprise when you rarely make any sense at the best of times, either. You do know I only tolerate you on sufferance because my best friend married your sister, don’t you? Although it is still a mystery to me why he aligned himself with such a bunch of lowly commoners.” He pulled a face as he sipped his drink, even though his lips were twitching because he loved to put her in her place, too. She wore her common roots like a badge of honor and sometimes wielded them like a shield to ward off unwelcome attention. “We blue bloods must ensure the purity of our species, or civilization as we know it will end and chaos will ensue.”


Like him, she wasn’t the least bit offended by the insult. “Then you flatly deny going out of your way to annoy your father purely for sport?”


It wasn’t for sport. It was necessity. The only avenue available to punish the duplicitous scoundrel for all his many unconscionable sins.


“It is hardly my fault if he finds me disappointing, any more than it is my fault I was born that way.” An outright lie and he suspected she knew it, but he would rather die than let her glimpse any of the sorry truth.


While it was true the insufferable Duke of Harpenden had always considered his only son unworthy in every possible sense, Giles had used out-and-out rebellion as a defense mechanism long before he had discovered the Dirty Secret and that he really was unworthy in every possible sense. By then, it had been too late to rejoice in that enlightening fact. The dreadful die had been cast, the hand of fate had been dealt, and there really wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it apart from the one thing that would blow his entire world to smithereens. A prospect he wouldn’t have minded in the slightest if it were just himself it affected. Unfortunately, the awful, unpalatable, and toxic truth had dire consequences for a great many innocent people, and more unfortunately, he had failed to inherit his father’s unfeeling, granite heart. If he had, he would have lit the fuse himself then cheerfully pulled up a chair and enjoyed an entire plate of biscuits while he watched the illustrious name of Harpenden implode spectacularly in the full glare of the public gaze.


“I hear rumor that you are about to do something your father wholeheartedly approves of . . . and that finally, congratulations are in order.” Her sip of champagne was much too nonchalant this time, as if she were fishing, though for the life of him he couldn’t think what for.


“Congratulations?”


“Does the name Miss Dahlia Regis ring any bells?”


“Doe-eyed Dahlia the dumpy draper’s daughter?”


“Surely you mean desirable Dahlia with the newly doubled dowry?” She stared him dead in the eye. “Or perhaps determined-to-be-a-duchess Dahlia would be a better description if the rumors I hear about the pair of you are true?”


He couldn’t help but laugh at the preposterousness of her suggestion. “Surely you do not think I am romantically linked to Miss Regis? For she is far too proper for my dissolute tastes.” And far too vapid. Daft Dahlia was her nickname in the gentleman’s clubs because she could not converse without prompts from her pushy father, but he was too much of a gentleman to repeat that moniker outside of one.


“Not linked, Giles. Engaged.”


“You need more reliable sources, Diana.”


Two flummoxed dark eyebrows kissed in consternation. “You are not engaged?”


“It is not the sort of horror a man forgets. And if I were about to sacrifice my liberty to the fetid prison of the parson’s trap, which I absolutely never will, I would not choose a future duchess incapable of even spelling the word duchess without assistance. Poor Dahlia is as dim as a pauper’s candle, bless her, and where is the challenge in that?”


In truth, Giles had always felt sorry for the girl. Her shameless social-climbing father had touted her about season after season, wafting her ever-increasing dowry under every titled gentleman’s nose as bait so unsubtly, he made the poor thing a laughingstock when nobody ever took it. Apparently, even fortune hunters had standards, which the stuttering, sweet-tempered Miss Regis had always failed to meet.


Diana touched his arm. An unusual and sympathetic gesture from a woman who worked hard to mask every emotion except disdain, and a touch he typically felt everywhere because she had always had such an inexplicable and profound effect on him.


“Her father and yours have dined together twice this last week alone.” She leaned in to whisper in case anyone overheard. “Once at the Regis house on Bruton Place and once at White’s. I also have a reliable source in the legal trade who is convinced the settlements have already been drawn up and signed.”


“Signed?” He didn’t doubt the validity of the information. Since The London Tribune had employed Diana, amongst others, the incendiary quality of their stories had improved. With her spearheading the gossip column and the mysterious Sentinel dominating the news, the paper was a force to be reckoned with to such an extent many ne’er-do-wells, as well as all the other rival newspapers, now feared them. Only last month, one fortune-hunting rake had been forced to flee town on the back of one of The Tribune’s exposés.


Diana nodded. “I have another lady who claims Mrs. Regis was heard bragging of her daughter’s imminent elevation to the highest echelons of society only yesterday at a tea party.”


He huffed out a withering sigh as the ridiculous rumor suddenly made perfect sense. “The duke has been trying to marry me off for years. Every month he puts forward another candidate for my consideration.” It was his solemn duty apparently, to furnish the Harpenden line with more heirs to continue it in perpetuity, unrepentant that in doing so Giles would be perpetuating his sire’s lie. Every well-bred young debutante had been paraded in front of him for a decade. Clearly he was now scraping the barrel if poor Miss Dahlia Regis was the next contender, as she was neither. “They are always presented to me as a fait accompli.” Along with the bellowed demand that he do his duty.


The Sinclairs had been obsessed with duty from time immemorial, and choosing not to do it was a cardinal sin, no matter how noble the reasons or how tenuous the legality. Dukes begat heirs who begat heirs without question, and the duke expected Giles to ignore the Dirty Secret and do the same without complaint. Although his sire had never had the nerve to have actual settlements drawn up before.


“Madame Devy is making Miss Regis’s trousseau.” There was something odd swirling in Diana’s lovely eyes. Concern perhaps. Regret? Pity? “She has been instructed to embroider every garment with these initials.” She rummaged in her tiny, beaded, delightfully frivolous evening bag before she passed him a small square of cloth. On it were the intertwined letters D, G, and S. The D he presumed was the bride’s Christian name; the S had to be for Sinclair. Giles couldn’t think of another fraudulent future duke with a surname of that letter, and the G sealed his fate. “The bride told Madame Devy in a quiet aside that although her parents had said she was always destined for the nobility, she still could not quite believe she was destined to be a duchess. She claimed to be giddy from the excitement of it all.”


Giles stared at the embroidered letters, feeling wretched. “Who told you that?”


“Madame Devy herself . . . she owes me a favor . . . I am sorry, Giles, but my sources are reliable. I wouldn’t have brought it to you otherwise.” There was definitely pity in those vexing green eyes now—although probably more for the bride than him.


Poor Dahlia.


That his father’s callous determination to see Giles wed was enough to give that unfortunate, sweet woman such cruel false hope. But how blasted typical of him to leave his disappointing son to be the one to dash it.


“I am not marrying Dahlia Regis!” Or anyone ever, for that matter. Thanks to the Dirty Secret, he couldn’t—wouldn’t—inflict that cruel punishment on anyone.


“My contact at The Times says the announcement goes out in two days.” She squeezed his arm again, making every nerve ending stand to attention. “I thought you should know.”


And with that she disappeared back off into the crowd; part of it but separate, as was her way.









Chapter Two


At ten the next morning, an hour before their regular appointment, and a good three hours before he usually turned up for it, Giles hammered on the duke’s front door.


The old man had gone too far this time!


He hadn’t slept a wink last night, worrying about how crushed Dahlia would be when all her illusions were shattered and hating the fact she was going to be made a laughingstock all over again. That he would be inadvertently responsible for that weighed heavily on his mind, too. It made no difference that he’d had no hand in the duplicity, had made no promises or even spoken to the girl in at least five years. The unpalatable falsehood had been done in his name; therefore, once he had said his piece to his malicious, lying sire, he would call upon poor Miss Regis himself to break the bad news as gently as he was able.


An onerous task he was dreading.


“Lord Bellingham?” The butler was clearly stunned to see him. “We weren’t expecting you for hours.”


Giles was all out of silly, flippant comments. “Where is he?”


“In his study, my lord . . .” The butler tried to keep up with him as he stalked down the hallway. “Allow me to announce you . . . please . . . you know how he hates to be interrupted without prior warning.” The servant practically threw himself against his master’s door as a barricade before Giles could storm in. His expression pleading. “Please, my lord . . . I would urge you to remember that, in your absence, it is the staff who will inevitably suffer his wrath afterward.”


Giles knew that better than anyone and would normally do his utmost to mitigate their suffering, but today it couldn’t be helped. “Step aside, Carruthers, and make yourself scarce. I daresay this morning will not be pretty for any of us.”


Carruthers’s face blanched but he nodded in resignation, too used to the noxious family dynamics to doubt that for a second. “I am sorry, my lord.”


“Not as sorry as I am.”


But much to his astonishment, the duke did not explode in temper when Giles flung open the door. His eyes flicked up coldly, then returned to his ledger and remained there even when Giles shouted as he loomed over his desk.


“Dahlia Regis! Have you no thought for anyone’s feelings whatsoever that you would embroil an innocent lady in our feud and your deception so callously?”


The duke’s pen scratched some figures unperturbed. “Close the door, Carruthers.” Only when it clicked shut did he deign to look at Giles properly, his expression bland for once rather than furious. “Who told you?”


“That is none of your business.”


“Just as this is none of yours.” He had the gall to pick up his pen again until Giles tried to snatch it away.


“You have already signed the settlements and placed an engagement notice in The Times, but apparently that is none of my business also?”


“I have long given up all hope of you ever stepping up to do your duty, runt.”


“So you thought if you planned every detail of my nuptials behind my back, I might not notice any of it until after the deed was done? The last time I checked, Your Grace”—Giles had never been given leave to call the man Father, nor ever felt that emotional connection with the man to want to—“a groom has to be present at his wedding for the ceremony to be legally binding!”


“The groom will be present!” The duke stood, his mouth curled in the familiar snarl of raw hatred as he slammed his fist onto the desk. “Because the groom is me!”


“What?” Giles could not have been more surprised if the old man had performed a naked dance on the table. “You are marrying Dahlia Regis?” He took several steps backward as that unsavory news marinated. “You?”


“The settlements have indeed been signed, the bride is delighted, and the announcement in The Times will say as much tomorrow.”


“But she is younger than me!” A good few years younger. Poor Dahlia might be considered to be mature by debutante standards, but she was still young enough to be the duke’s daughter. “She is less than half your age! That is . . . obscene!”


“Obscene?” The duke’s eyes bulged. “You think I lack the vigor, runt? Or the stamina? I can assure you, I still have plenty of both!” As his father laughed in his face, an image Giles did not want in his mind materialized regardless. Of poor, hapless Dahlia sprawled under the decrepit duke, wide-eyed and mortified as he panted and heaved above her. “I’ll have you know I can still sire an heir!”


A statement that made him want to vomit. “As hideous as that foul prospect is to contemplate, it does beggar the question: Why? Unless you are plotting my demise and need a spare.”


“I need an heir—not a damn spare boy! A proper heir as a contingency! Sired in legal, irrefutable wedlock for all the world to see!” While Giles reeled at this new and twisted development in the fetid cesspool that had always been their relationship, his father slumped back in the chair looking older and more tired than he had ever seen him despite the customary flash of anger. “The situation is now too precarious to risk leaving the dukedom solely to you . . .”


“The situation has always been precarious.” His gut churned at this unforeseen and worrying development. “Yet it has never seemed to bother you enough to rectify your lie before today.”


Although it had always bothered Giles.


From the moment he had discovered four years ago that his real mother was his father’s mistress instead of his wife, the deception had weighed heavily on his mind. It had also spun his world on its axis. Shifted things, altered everything, and denied him the happy future family of his own that he had always dreamed of. And he had such plans for that, but most especially to do everything for his children that his hostile parents had denied him growing up.


“Things change . . .” The old man couldn’t look at him. “Needs must. I can no longer risk leaving sleeping dogs lie.” The duke stood and began to pace. Wringing his hands in uncertainty when Giles had never witnessed him uncertain before. “If doubt is cast from any quarter, I must ensure my line is secure—even from beyond the grave.”


Doubt? Another shocking deviation from the duke’s usual insufferable arrogance on the topic when he had never harbored any doubts about the secret coming out before. Something had to have changed.


Something catastrophic.


Giles’s head spun as the ominous dawning of his worst nightmare manifested on the horizon like a conquering army. As much as he feared the weight of perpetuating the Dirty Secret for a lifetime, the alternative petrified him more. “What’s happened?” He sank into a chair as he contemplated the worst, more panicked than he had ever been in his life. People depended on him. Without his mockery of a title, he couldn’t help them at all. “Who knows?”


“Nothing . . .” Distracted, the duke stared sightless at the wall. “Nobody knows the truth . . . I am sure of it . . .” As if he realized he had revealed a chink in his impenetrable armor, his jaw hardened. “I merely want a contingency in case something does.” He sat and picked up his pen again as if his ledger were more important than this hideous, frightening conversation. “Read nothing more into it than that.” The duke waved him away to return to the numbers he put more stock in than anything. “You are dismissed.”


Stubborn, arrogant, and secretive to the bitter end—but Giles knew a lie when he saw one. The duke was suddenly scared of something, and that alone was terrifying.


“So despite nothing whatsoever happening to justify your abrupt change of heart”—not that he believed for one second the duke possessed that sympathetic organ—“and nobody knowing enough of the truth to use it against us as a weapon, you now plan to plant a son in the unfortunate Dahlia’s belly with all haste just in case somebody at some indeterminate point in the future might announce to everyone that I am, in fact, not your heir but your bastard?”


“Never use that word!” The duke practically foamed at the mouth as his head snapped up. “Never use that filthy word in my presence!”


Giles threw up his palms. “Then what else am I?”


“You are my heir!”


“Of course I am.” The bile stung his throat exactly as it always did when he contemplated the unpalatable reality that had been forced upon him. “Never mind that we both know you have willingly committed intentional fraud for three decades to perpetuate that lie!”


“I did what needed to be done.” As always, his father’s arrogant, dismissive shrug made his blood boil. “Unlike you, I did what my father ordered and put my duty first!”


“Never mind that what you call duty, the law calls illegal.” That was met with stony indifference. “If it comes out, you could face criminal charges!”


And so, too, could Giles. Because in a court of law, what else could his silence be viewed as but complicity? It made no difference that he had held his tongue solely for all the many people who depended on the house of Harpenden for their living. The duke was a skinflint as well as a vicious and vindictive tyrant—but his only brother, the real heir, was worse. His feckless uncle Gervais would spend or whore or gamble those livelihoods away in no time. Bleed the ramshackle Shropshire estate dry. That odious, manipulative monster would be a fate worse than death for all those innocent people when they had suffered enough. Undeniable facts that had all been used ruthlessly by the duke to ensure Giles’s silence. Nobody wanted to give Gervais Sinclair any excuse to leave wherever it was he had been banished to. Especially Giles. That his silence had also preserved his selfish sire’s hide had been a necessary evil for the greater good. “If the wolves are circling and your Dirty Secret ever gets out, we could both go to jail.”


It was telling that the duke did not deny it could get out. “At worst, you will be stripped of the title you have never had any respect for and get your name rubbished in the press, but as that is a daily occurrence anyway, I daresay it will not damage your shocking reputation any more than you already have. What concerns me is the legacy of Harpenden.”


It said a great deal about their relationship that the duke put those things over his only son. And there was no doubting Giles was his son irrespective of who his mother had been. They were the spitting image of each other. Both tall, both dark. Both in possession of the legendary dimpled, square Sinclair chin that graced every ancestral portrait on the crumbling walls of Harpenden Hall, going all the way back through the centuries to time immemorial.


“But you could go to jail, Your Grace.” A scenario that would be disastrous to their loyal tenants if Daft Dahlia were left in control of everything while the brand-new legitimate heir grew up on her watch.


“I could . . .” The duke’s hand shook slightly as he picked up his quill again, and that small, uncharacteristic sign of weakness set more alarm bells ringing. It was too human an emotion for a man who had never displayed any beyond anger and disgust. “But for a duke it is unlikely. Besides, if it comes to it . . . if it comes to it . . .” He sucked in a wobbly breath. “In the first instance I can blame your mother for the deception. Claim I was cuckolded and only just learned of the truth myself. Everyone knew she lacked moral fiber and took lovers on the side.”


“Which one? The duchess or the harlot?”


“Watch your mouth, runt!” The duke eyed him coldly through gritted teeth before he returned his attention to the ledgers. “If it comes to it, a good lawyer could argue that I was duped—she did leave this house with my child in her womb—as our physician will indeed testify.”


“I daresay there is also another physician or witness somewhere in Shropshire who can attest to the fact that she returned with it empty.”


“There isn’t—of that I made damn sure.”


Which was about as much detail as Giles had ever managed to get from the duke on the dubious subject of his birth. Any mention of his actual mother incurred fury and rigid silence. And hatred. A burning, seething hatred, as if he blamed Giles for the crime of being born.


“Then what the blazes is this wedding all about? Unless it is about the dowry?”


Which was bizarre when the duke had always been fastidious over money. Unless the neglected estate had finally caught up with him and the income had dwindled. “Do you need money?”


Because if he did—or rather if the estate and the people who depended upon it did—then Giles would gladly supply some. “Irrespective of our many differences, if you are in some sort of trouble and I can help in any way, I will. You can trust me on that.”


“I wouldn’t trust you as far as I could throw you! You have no respect for duty. No respect for tradition or history. No respect whatsoever for our bloodline or the cruel sacrifices I made for our legacy!”


“What sacrifices have you ever made for me?” A laughable comment when he had barely seen either of his parents growing up. “You visited Shropshire twice a year to scrutinize your accounts and spared me five minutes each time!”


Another flagrant truth ignored with a disgusted snarl. “You are flippant and irreverent and see everything about the noble house of Harpenden as one big joke. You care more about the silliness in life than the duty that is required to live it properly. You are just like your m . . .”


“Mother?”


The duke’s eyes swirled momentarily with something that, if Giles hadn’t known better, looked a lot like pain before they shuttered.


He flicked open his pocket watch, then clicked it closed. The customary signal their time was up.


“The wedding is next Saturday.” The usual disgusted resentment returned to the old man’s expression, as if he could barely look at Giles without feeling incensed. “It goes without saying, runt, that you are not invited.”









Chapter Three


Diana’s glass paused midway to her lips as her brother-in-law fiddled with the footstool beneath her sister’s feet. “You do realize, Hugh, that women have successfully been having babies since the dawn of time? It doesn’t require this much constant diligence from the father.” The way he carried on, anyone would think Minerva were made of glass.


“Not my woman and not my baby.” He grabbed another cushion to ensure her ankles were raised even though there was nothing whatsoever swollen about them while the eldest Merriwell smiled soppily back at him. “Both of whom deserve nothing but my constant diligence.” In case she strained herself reaching the six inches for it, he passed Minerva her tea. “Do you need anything else, my love?”


Diana groaned aloud. “She wants you to stop fussing, and if she doesn’t, she jolly well should, even if only for the rest of our sakes. It’s nauseating to watch.”


“Then wear a blindfold,” said Hugh, kissing his wife’s hand. “Or better still a bag. That way your cynical, embittered eyes will be spared the sight of two people hopelessly in love, and we shall all be spared your constant disdain.” He wandered to the sideboard to pour himself a brandy. “All that frowning is giving you wrinkles. I swear I have never seen a young woman of three and twenty look so . . . old.”


“Looking old is the least of my worries as I shall likely go mad if I have to endure another four months of this!”


“Then rent yourself that little apartment you keep threatening in Cheapside.” Hugh’s playful gibe earned him a warning glare from her sister.


“Can you not encourage her, Hugh! She wants an excuse to leave, and I want her here with me.” Minerva smiled at her. “For as long as I can keep her.”


Diana smiled back despite her discomfort, which was not so much at Hugh’s comment but at her situation.


She was here for Minerva, who had begged her to stay at least until she found her feet as a countess in this strange new world they now lived in. She was also here for Vee, who needed the comfort of the familiar while she found her feet in society, too. Both her sisters were happy to adapt to the massive change life had thrown at them. Both welcomed it. That Diana didn’t made her the anomaly, but no matter how much she tried to fit in, this luxurious new world wasn’t hers. Inside, she would always be the scrappy forger’s daughter from Clerkenwell, more comfortable amongst the flotsam and jetsam than she ever would be here in Mayfair.


“I think his fussing is romantic.” Beside her, the youngest Merriwell sister, Vee—or Venus as she would rather die than be known—sighed, making Diana roll her eyes. “Well, it is romantic! And we should be so lucky to one day find a husband as devoted as Hugh.” For Vee, to have a happy life equaled having a husband to care for her, while for Diana the opposite was the case. She much preferred to care for herself. The moment your life was in somebody else’s hands, it ceased to be your life and you ceased to be in control of it.


“That shouldn’t be a problem, dear.” As Hugh saluted the youngest with his glass, Olivia, his mother and now the self-appointed mother of all three sisters, patted Vee’s hand, ignoring Diana’s theatrical gagging noises. “With your pretty face and lovely disposition, the gentlemen will flock to you the moment we launch you into society.” A momentous event that Olivia had also decreed would happen next season before Vee turned nineteen. The impressionable and dewy-eyed Vee was, of course, delighted by the prospect. But she had always had an unshakable fairy-tale view of things even when there had been nothing about their life to make her believe in them.


Being older, Diana, like Minerva, had not had that luxury. While they did their best to shield their baby sister from the harsh realities of life, they had been left to deal with them. For Diana’s first seventeen years that had meant battling both poverty and the relentless chore of their feckless father. Then five more interminable, hopeless years of pitiful wages, hunger, and fear after he had gone. There had been a great deal of fear during those dark days. Rent collectors, usurers, unscrupulous employers, silver-tongued seducers, chancers, perverts, liars, swindlers, and downright scoundrels were all part of her day-to-day existence. All seeking to control her like a marionette because, without fail, all the predators crawled out of the woodwork when a down-at-heel young woman ventured into the streets alone.


If those dreadful experiences made her jaded and tough, then Diana was grateful for them. The world ate naive young ladies for breakfast and spat out the bones—but a savvy one with claws it left well alone.


Olivia peered at Diana over her sherry, and Diana braced herself for the predictable daily diatribe that, although well meant, was unwelcome. “It is still not too late to launch you this year, Diana dear. You could still change your mind.” It was a constant source of bafflement to her that Diana had turned the opportunity down flat the moment it was tabled. “The season has barely started and there are still plenty of eligible fish swimming in the sea on the lookout for a beautiful bride. Hardly a surprise when this year’s crop of debutantes has been so insipid. There isn’t a single diamond amongst the lot of them—but there would be if you tossed your hat into the ring.”


“Aside from the inescapable fact that I can think of nothing worse”—because, frankly, she found the whole flimsy concept of the debutante ridiculous and would rather flail her flesh with brambles than parade herself for auction—“I fail to understand how you can believe it is still possible to launch a person into society this season when they have been immersed in it completely since the start of the last. I have accompanied you to every ball, Olivia. Been present at every single tedious soiree you have dragged me to.”


Hugh’s mother was unfazed by that irrefutable logic. “Because being part of society and being launched into it are two entirely different things, dear. The first is merely a presence—the second a declaration.”


“Of what?” Too late, Diana realized she had walked into a trap.


“Of marriageability, dear. And if you don’t mind me saying, and as much as I disagree with my idiot son’s cruel gibe about your nonexistent wrinkles, if you leave it much longer, you are in grave danger of being seen an old maid. Then no decent gentleman will want you.”


“And that would be a bad thing because?” It all sounded rather perfect to her. Thanks to Minerva’s unexpected but advantageous marriage to the Earl of Fareham, which had moved the Merriwell sisters from their depressing two rooms in Clerkenwell to this palatial house, Diana had more freedom and independence than she had ever had. Hot on the heels of their elevation in status, she had been promoted from a lowly pieceworker and poorly paid copy editor at The London Tribune to a fully fledged and permanent salaried reporter. A lifelong dream and a huge personal achievement that far surpassed all the trappings of wealth surrounding her now. With her own income and a blossoming career, she was at last the mistress of her own destiny, did things that truly mattered, and thanked her lucky stars for that precious, hard-won freedom daily. In fact, the only conceivable way she would surrender any of it was if they pried it from her cold, dead fingers. Her cold, dead, resoundingly independent old maid’s fingers.


Olivia’s instant grin was full of mischief. “Because if the decent gentlemen are swarming around you, it allows the indecent one you have always had your eye on to cease dragging his feet indefinitely.”


Like traitors, her sisters, Hugh, and even Olivia’s sensible American second husband, Jeremiah, who had thus far hidden behind his newspaper, all laughed because like her petite and dogged matchmaker, they all believed she harbored a tendre for Lord Bellingham. Worse, they used every possible opportunity to tell her that the charming rogue harbored one for her right back.


As Diana silently seethed, refusing to dignify that flagrant nonsense with a response, Olivia winked and toasted her with her glass. “Rampant jealousy is a great aphrodisiac . . . not that I suspect the pair of you will need one when you eventually stop fighting the obvious attraction.”


The absolute last thing she ever wanted was an aphrodisiac!


If her limited experience of that side of things had taught her anything, it was that she was one of those women who was ambivalent to the appeal of men. “Never mind that I would rather shave my head with a cheese grater.” It was Lord Bellingham’s flagrant attractiveness that made him so very unattractive. He was handsome and charming and knew it and used both mercilessly to get his wicked way. The list of his conquests was as long as her arm, and it would be a cold day in hell before she counted herself amongst them. Even a blithering idiot understood that future dukes from the highest echelons of society and forger’s daughters from the very dregs of it did not even breathe the same air, let alone speak the same language.


“My lord . . .” The butler, Payne, suddenly appeared on the Persian rug as if he had been conjured out of thin air. “Lord Bellingham has arrived and wonders if you are at home?”


“Speak of the devil and he doth appear.” Olivia wiggled her eyebrows as Diana shot her daggers. “Of course we are at home, Payne! We are always at home to Lord Bellingham.”


The butler returned with the man himself in tow, still wearing his greatcoat and clutching his hat, a hopeful sign his visit was to be blissfully fleeting.


“My apologies for interrupting your evening.” He smiled at the room in general in his customary laid-back manner, but to Diana there was something off about it. Almost as if the casualness he usually wore like his subtle cologne was forced, which was odd. As, too, was his appearance. The Giles she knew was the picture of sartorial elegance who wouldn’t be seen dead in public at this time of the night without a proper tailcoat, daring evening waistcoat, and intricately tied cravat. Not only was he clearly dressed for a morning walk, he was too windswept for Giles, and while he was doing a very good impression of a man comfortable in his own skin, his fingers were too agitated as they twisted the brim of his hat. “I wondered if I could steal Hugh away for a few minutes for a quick word?”


“Of course.” His friend was up like a shot and by his expression, Hugh, too, thought something was amiss. “Let’s go to my study—”


“Is it a dire emergency? Will everything go to hell in a handcart unless you talk this instant? We are about to go in to dinner,” said Olivia, as if any deviation from that plan was entirely unacceptable. “Why don’t you join us, Giles? Only Cook has made a cheese soufflé to start and, as I am sure a man of your refinement will know, soufflés can be very temperamental beasts.”


“It’s not an emergency. It’s not even important. In fact, it might never come to anything, which makes it all moot anyway.” Yet he still waved the invitation away as he turned back toward the door, which was also odd because he had never once turned down food in the year she had known him. The wretch was constantly eating. “I shall come back later . . .”


“What is the point of that if you are here now?” Olivia was typically relentless. “And if the quick word you seek is unimportant, might come to nothing, and can wait till later, I see no reason why you cannot eat first, too, if you clearly aren’t busy.”


“You make a good point.” He smiled again, a little baffled by what had just occurred and a lot awkward. Then his eyes flicked to Diana’s briefly, making her wonder if his discomfort was something to do with their conversation last night. The conversation she had been compelled to have with him, rather than reveal in the newspaper first as she should have when it found its way to her desk. As much as Giles vexed her, she wouldn’t want to see him trapped in a loveless union with the dim-witted Dahlia, any more than she wanted to see poor Dahlia used that way.


She was tempted to ask outright what the upshot was, but that didn’t seem fair with everyone watching. Neither was it prudent when she had kept the true extent of her role at The Tribune a secret from everyone.


“Excellent! Then it is settled. Payne, have another place set immediately. Preferably one next to Miss Diana.” Olivia beamed at her in triumph. “And tell Cook we are ready the second her soufflé is.”


The imminent soufflé proved to be exactly that, and not two minutes later they were all seated in the dining room. Him indeed next to her—but stiffly. Almost as if he was agitated. Worried by something. Which was ridiculous since Giles never worried about anything. Ever.


“I read all about your ball in the newspaper, Giles.” Vee hadn’t gone to the party because Olivia had deemed her too young for such debauchery. “It sounds as though it was great fun.”


“It was rather.” Even his smile to the youngest Merriwell appeared false and brittle. At least to Diana it did.


Vee certainly didn’t notice as she leaned closer for the gossip. “Was Lord T really so inebriated he had to be carried out?”


Giles grinned at her, leaning in conspiratorially, to all intents and purposes exactly like his incorrigible normal self again. “It wasn’t only Lord T but Lady T, too. Neither of them could stand, but for the sake of the lady’s reputation we sneaked her out the back door.”


“No!” Her sister giggled, still so innocent and cosseted that something like that shocked, which was a miracle really when one considered where she came from. “And was there really an illicit tryst in your orangery?”


“The details I have from the orangery are too sketchy to confirm, Miss Vee, but thankfully Lady Sewell was quite the scandal in the music room.” Giles winked at the youngest as he snapped open his napkin. “And with a rather dubious Russian count no less.” His eyes locked with Diana’s. They seemed troubled behind the usual sparkling mischief. “Or so it says in The London Tribune, which seems very informed about the evening for some reason.”


“But were there enough scandals to thoroughly incense your father?” These were the first words Diana had uttered since his arrival. “Did steam shoot out of his ears this morning?” They both knew she was alluding to Dahlia and the rumored engagement.


“No . . . at least not for that. However . . .” His handsome face was suddenly perplexed as he leaned closer. Automatically Diana and Vee did, too.


“What are you all whispering about so covertly?” Diana almost groaned aloud at Olivia’s interruption.


“The scandalous gossip from last night,” said Vee, oblivious to the odd undercurrent. “I am getting it all directly from the horse’s mouth seeing as I wasn’t allowed to go.”


Olivia smiled at Vee in maternal sympathy. “I would be derelict in my duty as a chaperone if I allowed an impressionable young lady in my charge to attend a function called the Annual Reprobates Ball.”


“But Diana is in your charge and she was allowed to go.”


“Your sister is long past the age of majority and I am quite certain that while she does her damndest to be invisible, she has never been impressionable.”


“Besides,” added Jeremiah with a knowing smile as he tapped the side of his nose, “we all know she was working.”


“How many times do I have to tell you all I only edit the punctuation and grammar at the newspaper?”


“About as many as I hear your dulcet, pithy tones written all over that gossip column, missy. We can all always tell when it’s been written by you—because you make all that society dirge sound interesting.” Being an American, Jeremiah disapproved of the English aristocracy on principle, even though he had married into it. “The piece you wrote about that idiot Lord R’s pathetic attempts at love poetry was hilarious. I’d love to know where you found that sonnet. He must have been mortified to have mislaid it.”


He hadn’t mislaid it and she hadn’t found it. She had, instead, been hiding behind a statue and heard it performed to the cringing young debutante on a terrace by the besotted idiot himself and had written it down verbatim. “I have no earthly idea what you are talking about.”


“Yet it had your hallmark stamped all over it.” Jeremiah waved his fork in her direction. “But if my humble opinion counts for anything—”


“It really doesn’t, dear,” said Olivia.


“. . . You are wasted on the gossip column, Diana. You should write for the other column that The Tribune posts from time to time. The one that digs up the real dirt. What’s it called?” He snapped his fingers while she did her best to focus on her soufflé and act indifferent, even though her ears had pricked up.


“The Sentinel?”


“Yes, Giles! That’s the one!” Jeremiah jabbed the air with his fork this time. “Now, that really is some first-rate journalism. That exposé he wrote last month on Lord Jessop was something else.”


He.


How predictable people were.


“It’s ruined Jessop as far as society is concerned,” said Giles, who seemed to have miraculously found his appetite from somewhere, “although from what I’ve read he deserved nothing less. To lie about ruining a lady when she rebuffed his proposal just to force her into marriage is abhorrent. I am so glad the unfortunate lady’s good name has been restored. Without the Sentinel’s timely interference, in another few days she would have been Lady Jessop.”


“A fate worse than death, to be sure.” Diana addressed nobody in particular. “For the snake has a leering way about him that always makes my flesh crawl.” She shivered, picturing another leer from another time from another snake who had wanted more than she was prepared to give.


“Thank goodness the Sentinel found enough evidence to confirm the bounder was lying through his teeth.” Giles pulled a face. “Good should always triumph over evil, don’t you think?”


It should, but it didn’t. Especially where women were concerned. Lord Jessop had targeted the young lady on purpose. Her father was dead, she was young, she had no male relations to refute the accusations made, and although undoubtedly a great beauty, she did not have the important connections necessary to make a selfish predator think twice.


“Thank goodness Lord Jessop isn’t as clever as he thinks he is.” Discovering he had spent the entire night in question at a notorious gaming hell and brothel rather than ruining the young lady as he had claimed had been a godsend, but it was his drunken signed and dated markers that had hoisted Jessop by his own petard. Those two damning bits of hastily scribbled paper that promised to cover the cost of his intense two days of debauchery had been worth every penny of the ten pounds she had had to pay for them.


“I swear that column is the only thing worth reading nowadays.” Jeremiah’s comment bolstered her ego. “It relies on hard facts rather than veiled speculations or innuendo.”


Giles nodded, waving his own fork now as he tried to muster the energy to be sociable. “And he doesn’t beat about the bush with self-indulgent turgid prose like all those other fellows. He gets straight to the point in the first line, making the accusation up front as if courting a libel suit and then backing it completely with evidence. No hearsay, no opinion, but irrefutable, substantiated facts that no court could deny. Look what he said about Jessop.” He laid down his cutlery, cleared his throat, and adopted a pose as if he were Hamlet about to launch into his soliloquy. “Lord Jessop is a blaggard and a blackmailer. A man who waged a war of vicious lies, venom, and vitriol against an innocent to feed his own vile desires.” Serious Hamlet left and a grinning Giles returned. “Aside from the marvelous way it sets the scene, the witty use of alliteration was rather brilliant. It imbued the piece with a cadence one would expect to see in a page-turning novel or a play rather than the newspaper. And he chose such emotive language, too.” He counted them off on his fingers. “Vicious . . . vitriol . . . venom . . . vile. In four words, the Sentinel has told us how to feel about Jessop’s crime even before we know what the scoundrel has done.”


Diana dabbed her lips with her napkin to cover her smile. Trust Giles to notice that detail. It made the hours she spent laboring over her opening paragraphs worthwhile.


“Do you know him, Diana?” Jeremiah was always pressing her for information about the paper.


“No . . .” She shook her head blandly as she studied her food. “He’s a mystery to all of us at the newspaper office and likes it that way.”


Jeremiah nodded. “I can’t say I blame him for wanting to remain incognito. The Sentinel has unmasked and upset a lot of nasty people these past few months, and some will want their revenge. If I were him, I’d stay away from dark alleyways.”


Diana avoided them already. She knew the worst of the predators lurked in dark alleyways where nobody heard your screams. “You seriously think that bounder Jessop has the time to retaliate on top of all the trouble he is already in?” She scoffed at the extreme overreaction. “He’s too busy trying to save his own skin, believe me. He’ll end up sloping away with his tail between his legs like that other toad the Sentinel exposed in the autumn—Sir Donald . . .” She snapped her fingers as if she didn’t recall a single thing in her bulging file on that investigation. “MacPherson? MacFarlane?”


“McFey.” Giles offered her a smug smile at his superior memory. “Sir Donald McFey. The rotter who tried to siphon his ward’s trust fund into his own pockets before the girl came of age. Fled across the Channel the day the story broke and before the ink on the arrest warrant was dry.”


“You see!” Diana addressed Jeremiah. “My point is proved. When push comes to shove, a villain will always flee rather than seek retribution.”


“Perhaps those fools didn’t—but others might not think twice about it.” Jeremiah’s scaremongering was precisely why she hadn’t confided her secret to anybody. Her family would all overreact if they knew what she was really doing and then ruin everything she had worked hard for with their well-intentioned mollycoddling.


“Being shunned by society hardly seems a fitting punishment for Lord Jessop’s crime. And ruining a lady simply to possess her is a crime in my book.” Vee’s timely comment distracted from the potential danger of her job, but still echoed Diana’s own sentiments. “He should be arrested and put on trial for what he did. Had he been a common man rather than a peer, he would have been.”


“But Jessop is a peer, so as hideous as he is, I doubt his ruined reputation will last forever. The ton have short memories where rank and status are concerned.” An unfairness that made Diana’s blood boil. “Especially as he is as rich as Croesus.”


“All the more reason why his behavior was baffling.” Hugh frowned at the table. “The man is an earl. That title alone is enough to make him an attractive prospect for many girls on the marriage mart. Especially if the girl’s parents are keen to climb the social ladder and can offer an obscene dowry—which he clearly did not need.”


“While we are on the subject of the marriage mart, titles, social-climbing parents, and obscene dowries, I have some news myself . . .” Giles shot her a loaded look, and for some inexplicable reason Diana’s heart lodged in her throat.


“Don’t tell me you are getting married?” Hugh’s jaw hung slack.


“Thankfully, I am not.”


She let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, and he grinned at her, amused, as if he had heard it.


“But my disagreeable sire is.” He paused for dramatic effect, enjoying the way every mouth around the table hung slack. “The announcement of the duke’s impending nuptials will be in tomorrow’s Times.”


“No!” The word came from everyone in unison.


“Yes indeed. The old curmudgeon informed me of it this morning, and you’ll never guess who the unlikely bride is?” He smiled at Diana again, not smugly that she had got it wrong, but in acknowledgment she had helped him to find the truth. “Dahlia Regis!”


“Daft Dahlia the dumpy draper’s daughter?” Vee’s comment earned her a nudge from Olivia, which made the youngest Merriwell instantly bristle. “Well, she is daft! The poor thing can hardly string a sentence together without her father’s assistance.”


“Why on earth is he getting married now? And to Dahlia Regis of all people.” Hugh’s question exactly mirrored the one on the tip of Diana’s tongue. “Do you suspect he needs the money?”


“Something certainly smells off about it—but I’d be the last person the duke ever confided in about anything.” Giles stared a little too long at his last forkful of soufflé to convince her he was as unfazed by it all as he was trying to appear. “So I have been left with no earthly clue as to his reasoning. All he did tell me is that I am expressly not invited to his wedding, which suits me just fine as I can think of better things to do with a day than watch poor, doe-eyed Dahlia shackle herself to the duke.”


The duke.


Never Father or Papa. Why had she not noticed that telling distinction before?


“Besides, if I were present, I’d have to object on principle to save the girl and we all know how much I loathe to do the decent thing, no matter how dreadful and dismal her life is destined to be as his duchess.” The last fluffy lump of temperamental soufflé disappeared into his mouth. “What if that got into the papers? I’d never live it down.” He grinned as if he wasn’t the least bit bothered by that awful prospect. “And I should like it noted that the Sentinel isn’t the only one who can do alliteration well, as in one sentence I managed decent, dreadful, dismal, destined, and duchess.”


Diana shot him a withering look. “Yet your pitiful effort still lacked the cadence of the Sentinel and still resembled the turgid prose of his less talented colleagues.”


“Poor Dahlia.” Vee always felt deeply for others.


“Poor Dahlia indeed, Miss Vee.” Giles’s over-bright smile fooled no one this time.


Olivia reached for his hand and squeezed. “Your father has always been an odd fruit, Giles dear, and for what it’s worth, I never liked him. If we get an invitation, we shall decline in outraged solidarity.”


“That’s very decent of you, and I appreciate the sentiment, but rather than declining, can you at least send the harridan Miss Diana in your stead? I might not want to witness the event itself, but I would love to read her pithy record of it in The London Tribune as that is bound to be a hoot and I do like to laugh.” He nudged her playfully with his arm, forcing her to notice how solid it was and sending a waft of his attractive spicy cologne up her left nostril. “Will you do that for me, Miss Diana, Goddess of the Hunt and determined Hunter of the Truth? Even though you hate me as much as the duke does?”


“I really am just a nitpicking grammarian.”


“And I, Miss Truth Hunter, am the Queen of Sheba.” Giles whispered this much too close to her ear, sending a ripple of awareness everywhere.


Payne chose that moment to approach the table on stealthy feet. “I am sorry to interrupt, but you have a visitor, my lord.”


“Another one?” Hugh went to stand but the butler stayed him with a white-gloved hand.


“Not you, my lord, but Lord Bellingham.”


Before the perplexed Giles could stand as well, his unconventional butler hobbled in. “Dalton, what the blazes are you doing here?”


The usually insolent one-eyed sailor’s expression was subdued behind his black leather eye patch, and something about it raised all of Diana’s journalistic hackles. Whatever news his servant had come to deliver, she knew it would be bad for Giles. Without thinking, she groped for his hand beneath the table, and as if he, too, sensed trouble, his fingers laced with hers tight. Very tight. And something odd happened.


Something very odd.


Because it felt as if that was exactly where her hand was always meant to be.


“I am afraid I come as the bearer of grave tidings. Very grave tidings indeed . . . Your Grace.”
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