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            Prologue

            1804

         

         Quincy had not cried since they’d told him his father was dead.

         His older brothers hadn’t shed a tear. Already adults, they had stood silently by as their father’s ornate casket had been interred in the family vault, their harsh faces impassive in the shadows of their umbrellas. Their mother, too, had not broken down. If anything, she had looked put out by the whole ordeal.

         But then he had never expected any of the softer emotions from her.

         Now, however, his father two weeks dead and Quincy back in London with his mother, he felt his grief slowly begin to break through. In this house where he had grown up, he was surrounded by memories he could no longer hold at bay.

         A sob bubbled up in his throat. He pressed his fist to his lips, the metallic tinge of blood hitting his tongue as the force of his teeth split his skin. What was the point in crying, after all? Not only would it bring his mother’s wrath down on his head should she hear him, but no amount of tears would bring his father back.

         He dug his fingers into the worn leather spine of his father’s favorite book, clutched tight to his narrow chest. How often had they pored over the contents, folding out the maps, tracing the mountain ranges and rivers, their combined imaginings spinning adventures from the very air? So many plans for the future, dreaming of life far away from English shores, seeing together the wonders of the world they had only read about.

         All gone now.

         Desolation swept over him until he felt he’d drown in it. He curled into a tighter ball, doing his best to tuck his long, lanky frame into the recess under his father’s desk. He used to hide here when he was young, listening as his father did business with his solicitors, resting his cheek on his father’s knee and taking the biscuits he used to pass down to him with a wink and a smile. He had never once scolded Quincy for his intrusion, never told him to run off and play and leave him in peace.

         Quincy was fourteen now, and it had been years since he had fit into this small space. Yet the memory was as vivid as if it were yesterday. If he closed his eyes, he could still hear the deep rumble of his father’s voice, could feel his strong fingers as they mussed his hair.

         Another sob threatened. How could he live without his father? He had been the only thing that had made living with his mother bearable. That woman who showed no one, not even her sons, an ounce of affection. But most especially Quincy, who she seemed to despise above all others.

         As if he had conjured her from the ether, her voice trailed to where he hid; a cold, creeping mist that had him shivering.

         “…Quincy must be off hiding. I’ve told the servants to keep a closer eye on him.”

         “He’ll turn up for supper, no doubt.” His brother Gordon, now the head of the family, sounded utterly bored. As he ever did when speaking of, or to, Quincy. Being so far behind any of the other Nesbitt boys in age, Quincy had always been an afterthought in his elder brothers’ minds. Something to be tolerated on holidays from school or outright ignored when they were feeling particularly cruel.

         Their footsteps sounded in the hall, coming closer. Quincy held the book tighter, squeezing himself down as small as he was able. He remembered too late that this was no longer his father’s desk, but Gordon’s; his father had effectively been replaced.

         But there was no time for tears. He had to escape without being seen. There would be no smile and pat on the head from Gordon once he was discovered. He peered out, his eyes hot and anxious as he scanned the room behind the desk. The windows were locked up tight against the inclement weather. Yet perhaps, if he was very quiet, he might slink to the sash and unhinge the lock…

         The footsteps stopped abruptly. Quincy, preparing to creep from his hiding place, froze, holding his breath as his mother spoke again.

         “I have decided what to do with the boy.”

         “I’ve already looked into other schools that might take him,” his brother mumbled. “No matter his unfortunate record at Eton, our name will erase the worst of his offenses. You needn’t have him underfoot for long.”

         “I needn’t have him underfoot at all.”

         “I hardly think sending him to rusticate at our country estate will be a proper punishment,” Gordon replied. “He will merely get into more mischief.”

         “Do you think I’m stupid?” she snapped. “Of course I will not send him back there. No, what I have in mind for your brother will toughen him as time in the country never could.”

         There was a pause. And then, “I don’t understand what you mean.”

         “The navy is always looking for recruits. I’ve signed your brother up for service aboard one of His Majesty’s finest ships.”

         Quincy’s stomach dropped out from under him and he blanched. The navy? Surely he’d misheard.

         Gordon seemed equally stunned. “He’s but fourteen.”

         There was a dismissive scoff from his mother. “Boys much younger than him are made to serve.”

         “But our father—”

         “Is dead.”

         His mother’s voice was cold and flat, and brooked no argument. But Gordon was head of the family now. And while he had never showed Quincy even a modicum of affection, he did not hate him. Surely he would fight for him now that he had the power to.

         But Gordon’s voice carried to him, once more indifferent now that his initial shock had worn off. “Very well. I suppose it will save us the cost of a new school.”

         “Precisely. It’s best he learn his place sooner rather than later. We can finalize details of the arrangement tomorrow…”

         Their voices trailed off, their footsteps receding. It took Quincy some time to emerge from the stunned grief that enveloped him, to realize that he was once more alone.

         Alone. That word took on an entirely new meaning. The tears came then, falling down his cheeks, soaking the soft lawn of his shirt. Life had never been ideal. But he’d at least had his father’s love. Even when his pranks had gotten him sent down from school, when disappointment had been greatest, his father had always made sure Quincy understood that he was loved.

         Now, however, he was simply a burden, to be gotten rid of at the earliest convenience.

         The tears came faster. He let them fall unchecked until there was nothing left in him to give. When he was wrung dry of emotion, he felt his grief shift to anger. And not just anger, but a fury greater than any he had ever felt. They wished to be rid of him? Very well, they would get their wish. But it would be on his terms.

         Running his sleeve under his streaming nose, he crept from his hiding spot and pulled open the bottom drawer of the desk. Pushing aside the ledgers that filled the space, he carefully pried open the false bottom and slid his father’s book back within the shallow confines. It had been their secret from the world, their place to store dreams away from his mother’s sharp eyes. Tears threatened once more. Would that he could take the book with him. But while it was compact for all the treasures it held, light travel was imperative. “I’ll see them all, Papa,” he vowed brokenly as he gazed down at the book, nestled in its bed of papers, before carefully closing the hidden space up tight. “For the both of us.”

         With one last parting look at the room he had spent so many happy afternoons in, he hurried out the door, making his way on stockinged feet through the silent house to his room. Once there he hurriedly packed what he could before slipping back to the ground floor.

         Daylight was beginning to wane, the shadows deepening, and he clung to them as he made his way into the garden, letting himself out the back gate and to the alleyway that fronted the mews. And he did not look back.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            1818

         

         Mr. Quincy Nesbitt had suspected his return to London would be painful—that riding down streets that were at once foreign and familiar would be like tearing open an old wound.

         It brought him not an ounce of pleasure to know just how right he had been.

         He took a deep breath as he headed down Brook Street from his hotel, trying to rein in the sensation of being suffocated under a wet blanket. But no matter his attempts, the feeling persisted, increasing with each clip of his horse’s hooves on the cobbles. Damnation, but this had been a mistake. He had thought it the ideal plan when setting sail from Boston: he could visit with his closest friend, Peter Ashford, now Duke of Dane, before setting off on the first leg of his world travels. And with Peter in London for the season, it gave Quincy the push he needed to finally confront the ghosts of his past. It was something he should have done long ago.

         Now that he was here, however…

         His mount tossed its head in protest. Quincy took a deep breath, relaxing his iron grip on the reins, silently reproaching himself for his distracted ham-handedness. There was no reason for his anxiety. Though his family’s townhome was two streets up in Berkeley Square, though he was closer to that place than he had been in fourteen years, he was not headed there just yet. He would see Peter first before bearding that particular lion.

         The thought eased some of the tension from his shoulders. Over the past decade and a half, nearly from the moment Quincy had run from home and joined the crew of the American merchant ship The Persistence, he and Peter had been inseparable. And while he was thrilled for the new life his friend had made for himself since returning to England, the past year with the whole of the Atlantic Ocean between them had been a long one. With the last of their business in America sold off and his responsibilities firmly behind him, Quincy could visit with his friend and make up for lost time. He urged his mount on until, finally, he was before Peter’s London home in Grosvenor Square.

         Though the townhouse blended in with its surroundings in an understated way, it was an impressive specimen. Quincy gazed up at it as he dismounted, a low whistle escaping his lips. The filthy orphan he’d found hiding away in the hull of The Persistence had certainly come up in the world. Back then Peter had been reeling from his mother’s untimely death and running from an uncertain and abhorrent future. Their fears had bound them, the friendship a lifeline for two young boys.

         Now Peter was a duke. Quincy grinned, anticipation overriding his anxiety for the first time since he’d stepped foot off the ship and onto English soil. Damn, but he had missed his friend. Securing his horse, he strode up the front stairs to the imposing black door.

         His knock was answered with alacrity by a stoic-faced butler. “May I help you, sir?”

         “Is His Grace in?”

         “Who may I ask is calling?”

         Quincy grinned. “Oh, now, don’t spoil the fun.”

         The man blinked. “Pardon me, sir?”

         “I shall, and gladly,” Quincy said, pushing into the front hall, “if you play along and show me to the duke.”

         The butler’s mouth fell open. “Sir, I must insist—”

         “Have no fear,” he declared, holding up a hand. “His Grace will not bring down fire and brimstone on your head. Though he can be a grim fellow at times, I promise he will be happy to see me.” He smiled his most charming smile. “Now do a man a favor, for I’ve traveled long and hard to see my friend and I cannot wait a moment longer.”

         The man, no doubt dazed by the barrage of charm Quincy was piling on his head, nodded and mumbled, “If you’ll follow me?”

         Quincy’s grin of victory faded as he took in the interior of the cavernous house. Though the place had been impressive from the street, he hadn’t expected such a behemoth to be hiding behind the elegant façade. They’d lived a comfortable life in Boston, yes. And he had not been a stranger to these places of wealth and excess in the past. But this put that all in the dust. Soaring ceilings painted with heavenly landscapes of cavorting cherubim basking in their divinity, black-and-white marble tiles glistening at his feet, the walls a buttery yellow and covered with all manner of paintings. He just managed to swallow down a chortle. Best to save his mirth for Peter, when it would annoy the most.

         The butler stopped before a closed door. Instead of opening it, however, he looked at Quincy with a healthy dose of uncertainty. “Sir, if you would only let me introduce you—”

         In answer, Quincy clapped the man on the shoulder, winked, and threw open the door. It hit the wall with a resounding thud as he strode within. “His Grace, the Duke of Dane, I presume,” he bellowed into the silence.

         Peter, seated behind the desk, jumped a foot, nearly falling out of his chair before catching himself on the edge of his desk. “What the ever-loving…Quincy?”

         He grinned. “Surprised to see me, old man?”

         When Peter only sat there, mouth hanging comically open, eyes like saucers, Quincy laughed. “Damn, but that expression is worth delaying my travels. Now come and give me a proper greeting. I’ve missed you like the devil.”

         Peter, it seemed, needed no further encouragement. He surged from his chair, a grin breaking over his face. Quincy barely had time to brace for impact before his friend’s bulk hit him like a veritable wave. The breath was knocked from his body, meaty arms surrounding him in a crushing embrace.

         “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” Peter exclaimed.

         “Air!” Quincy managed.

         Peter merely chuckled, squeezing a bit tighter—how was that even possible?—before releasing him. “When last I heard from you, you had just sold off the remaining business and were setting sail. What are you doing in England, man?”

         Quincy grinned, the restlessness of the past year—no, he had been restless for much longer than that, hadn’t he?—beginning to ease. “I thought I’d visit with my dearest friend before starting my travels in earnest.”

         Though Peter rolled his eyes, Quincy couldn’t fail to see the smile tugging on his lips. “I’m sure my charms pale in comparison with the wonders you’ll see. You must be ecstatic to finally be setting off.”

         “You’ve no idea. If only my father had been alive to join me.” A vision of his father’s face swam up in his mind, that long-ago grief tempered by the distance of time, and by the knowledge that he was finally realizing their shared dream. He had worked hard over the years, surviving, building an empire to be proud of with Peter. Now, however, it was time to return to that promise he had made so long ago when leaving his family’s house.

         He gave Peter a considering look. “You made a pretty penny in the liquidation of our assets. I don’t suppose I could ever tempt you into joining me, even for a short while?”

         Peter grinned. “Not on your life. But I do plan on enjoying your company while you’re in town. How long before you start off?”

         Quincy smiled, satisfaction coiling within him. “I’ve booked passage for Spain a fortnight from now.”

         “You will stay here at Dane House, of course.”

         “Certainly not,” he said in mock horror before grinning. “I’m a bachelor in London. If you think I’m going to miss out on cavorting to my heart’s content, you’re sorely mistaken.” He laughed as Peter rolled his eyes heavenward. “But Mivart’s is just a street away, so you may see me much more often than you’d like. Though”—he cast a glance about him, taking in the richly carved bookcases, the deep-blue-silk-covered walls, the towering windows looking out onto a verdant garden—“I admit to feeling more than a bit of regret now that I’ve seen your London residence. The place is amazing, man. Is Danesford even half as incredible?”

         “Even more so.” A quiet pride shone from Peter’s eyes. “I thought I would forever despise the place, that I would be glad to see it fall to ruins. Yet now my feelings could not be more different.”

         “And I suppose having Lenora by your side has not aided in that about-face,” Quincy murmured with humor.

         “Laugh all you want. I don’t mind telling you that she’s had everything to do with it.” Peter chuckled.

         Quincy shook his head, grinning. “I cannot believe the change in you, man. When last I was here, you were in the throes of despair for love of Lenora. And now look at you, happily married, master of all this.” He swept his arm out. “And a damn duke. Don’t tell me I have to start calling you Your Grace now.”

         “Arse,” Peter muttered. “If I hear those words from your lips, I’ll gladly trounce you. Sit, while I pour us something to celebrate this visit.”

         As Quincy settled himself into an overstuffed chair, his friend went to the small cabinet in the corner. “Never tell me you’re drinking strong spirits now.”

         Peter chuckled. “I’ve not changed that much. Though,” he added, his tone turning rueful as the sound of clinking glass echoed about the room, “there are times I wish for a small dose of something stronger than lemonade or wine.”

         “Has it been much of an adjustment then, taking over the dukedom?” Quincy asked, stretching out his long legs.

         Peter’s lips twisted as he turned and made his way to his friend, a glass of whiskey in one hand and something that looked suspiciously like ratafia in the other. “Transitioning from commoner and self-made man to a duke has been…difficult,” he said. “There are so many people’s well-beings and livelihoods I’m responsible for. It boggles my mind. Without Lenora by my side, I don’t know that I would have taken to the position with any grace.”

         Quincy snorted as he accepted his glass and Peter settled across from him. “Grace. That is one word I would have never associated with you. But how is our dear Lenora? I look forward to seeing her again after so long.”

         At the mention of his bride, Peter’s face lit up. That was the only phrase to describe it. It was an expression Quincy had never witnessed before in his normally stoic friend, a softening of features typically held tight against the rest of the world.

         “Lenora is wonderful. She’s out with Clara and Phoebe just now.”

         Ah, yes, the Ladies Clara and Phoebe, Peter’s cousins, daughters of the previous Duke of Dane and now under Peter’s protection. Lovely girls, both of them. Or rather, Lady Phoebe was a lovely girl. Lady Clara, on the other hand, was most definitely a woman, and a stunning one at that.

         Most women were pretty in some way to him, of course. He found something to admire in every female he came in contact with. But Lady Clara had captured his interest much more than he’d expected.

         Not that anything could come of it. She was under Peter’s protection, after all, and the man would have Quincy’s head if he so much as looked at the lady wrong. And so any attraction he might possess for Lady Clara would have to be kept under strict lock and key.

         But Quincy’s imagination was a healthy thing, often manifesting at the most inopportune times. So it was a blessing when Peter spoke, breaking him from thoughts of a freckled, round face and dark blue eyes. Unfortunately, it was to ask about the very last thing Quincy wished to discuss.

         “Doesn’t your family hail from London?”

         Quincy pulled a face and took a healthy swallow of his drink, his mood souring in an instant. “Yes. Not that it brings me an ounce of pleasure to realize just how close I am to them. I hope you comprehend how much you mean to me,” he said with a severe look his friend’s way, “that I would willingly find myself in the same city as them.”

         “I shall take the compliment, and gladly,” Peter regarded Quincy over the rim of his glass. “Do you plan to see them while you’re in town?”

         “You truly know how to put a damper on a moment, did you know that?” When Peter merely arched a gold brow, Quincy let out a harsh breath and rolled his eyes. “For your information, yes, I am planning on seeing them and putting the past behind me once and for all. Are you happy now?”

         “Oh, quite,” Peter said with a grin. “After all, you were more than willing to feed me to the wolves, so to speak, in forcing a reconciliation I had no intention of indulging.”

         “I don’t see you complaining now that you’ve got the sweetest woman in all of Christendom as a bride,” Quincy drawled.

         “That is true,” Peter said with a happy sigh. He gave Quincy a sly look. “But you never know, you might be just as fortunate.”

         “If you think I’ll come away from this with anything other than a headache, you’re sorely mistaken. Besides, I’m not the least bit ready to settle down. A wife is not in the cards for me just yet.”

         A commotion in the hall blessedly interrupted whatever sarcastic comment Peter had been about to make. In the next moment Lenora sailed through the study door.

         “Peter, darling,” she said, tugging off her gloves, “your aunt has bid me to tell you—Oh! Mr. Nesbitt, what a wonderful surprise!”

         Quincy surged to his feet and offered a deep bow that he quickly ruined with a wink. “Your Grace.”

         Her laugh was like bells. “Oh, none of that. Lenora, please,” she said with a warm smile.

         “Lenora,” he repeated with a grin. “I do hope you don’t mind me dropping in unannounced.”

         She laughed again, accepting a kiss from her husband before taking Quincy’s hand. “Why, you make it sound as if you were merely in the neighborhood and did not have to sail for weeks across an ocean to get here. But we never received word that you intended to visit.”

         “I admit, I had hoped to shock this fellow here.” He jerked a thumb in Peter’s direction.

         “I do wish I had seen that. For though I try my hardest, not much surprises my husband.” She sighed happily. “But this is just splendid. I’ll have Mrs. Ingram prepare a room right away.”

         Before he could lay waste to that generous offer, a sweet voice carried from the hall. “Prepare a room for whom, Lenora?” And then Lady Clara was there, filling the doorway and his vision.

         The breath caught in Quincy’s chest. She was just as lovely as he remembered, if not more so. Rich brown hair in a riot of curls so soft his fingers itched to dive into their depths. Pale skin with a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. A willowy figure, accentuated by the light blue of her dress.

         And those eyes. Damnation, those beautiful clear blue eyes that widened when she saw him. Her full lips parted on a soft gasp of air.

         He bowed a second later than was polite. What the devil was wrong with him? “Lady Clara, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

         The delicate rose of a blush spread up her neck and settled, bright and warm, on her cheeks. She gave a quick, shallow curtsy. “Mr. Nesbitt. How lovely to have you back in England.”

         Quincy, please. He just managed to hold the words back, knowing such familiarity would be ill advised. If there was anything he didn’t need right now, it was more to tempt him with this woman.

         Her blush deepened as his silence crept on. She looked to Lenora. “Shall I have Mrs. Ingram make up that room then?”

         Before Lenora could answer, Quincy stepped forward, his hand raised. “No need, my lady. I’m staying at Mivart’s.”

         Was that relief in Lady Clara’s eyes? Or disappointment? Before he could wonder at it, her expression shifted, taking on a pleasant if blank expression.

         “Oh, but we have more than enough room,” Lenora said. “And Lady Tesh will be ever so disappointed. She always speaks fondly of you.”

         Quite an accomplishment, that. Peter’s irascible aunt, the Dowager Viscountess Tesh, was as plain-spoken and opinionated a woman as he’d ever had the pleasure to know. And he adored her.

         “That is because she has wonderful taste,” he teased. “But I shall be about so much, you’ll no doubt grow sick of me.”

         “Very well, you stubborn man,” Lenora grumbled. “But you shall be the one to tell Lady Tesh.” Suddenly her expression changed, her mouth falling open in dismay. “Oh! But I have quite forgotten. We’re expected for tea at Lord and Lady Crabtree’s and are already running behind schedule. Phoebe is recently engaged to their son, and this shall be our first informal meeting with them. They are quite the sticklers for propriety,” she added ruefully.

         Peter groaned. “I had forgotten.” He gave his wife a pleading look. “I don’t suppose I can stay behind?”

         Quincy couldn’t help but grin at his great beast of a friend, who looked more the part of Viking than duke, begging his wife for a respite from tea. In the next moment he was hard-pressed to keep from laughing out loud as the small and delicate—and utterly unterrifying—Lenora leveled a stern look on her husband. Especially as she had to crane her neck to do so.

         “Peter, you know you must attend. This meeting is important.” She turned to Quincy. “You are, of course, welcome to join us. You’re family, after all.”

         Warmth filled Quincy at that, and he nearly relented. Especially when Peter gave him a look that fairly begged for his company.

         But he knew, deep inside, that accompanying them on their outing would only be a way of delaying the inevitable. As much as he wished he could postpone forever, it was time to visit his family.

         Now that the moment was at hand, he felt the beginnings of panic settling in his gut. Still, underlying the anxiety was a sense of relief. In short order it would be over and done with. And he could move forward.

         Filled with a new determination, he smiled at Lenora. “Alas, I have an errand to attend to.”

         “You will return this evening?” Lady Clara asked. Her cheeks bloomed with bright color. “To make certain we have enough places set for dinner,” she explained. “And to mollify Lady Tesh. She’ll be livid she missed you.”

         The anticipation Quincy had begun to feel at the thought of returning to this house suddenly increased. “Yes,” he replied, unable to look away from the deep blue of her eyes, “I’ll be back.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         There should not be a single thing distracting Lady Clara Ashford from her sister Phoebe’s upcoming nuptials.

         Yet Clara could not focus. Seated in Lord and Lady Crabtree’s drawing room, her family discussing with the groom’s a possible time line for the wedding, Clara’s mind wandered to inky black hair and eyes as dark as the night sky. Mr. Quincy Nesbitt. Goodness, she had not thought to see him again. Yes, Peter talked of him often, read his letters aloud when they arrived, and voiced his hope that his friend would once again grace English shores. But she had not believed the man would return.

         No, that was not exactly true, was it? She peered into the milky depths of her tea, swirling the remaining liquid about with her spoon until it created a small cyclone in her cup. She had hoped he would not return. A selfish thing, she knew, when Peter loved him so well.

         It was self-preservation, really. She had nothing against the man. He was one of the loveliest people, both in face and in spirit, she had ever had the pleasure to meet.

         But from the moment she’d met him a year ago she’d found herself taken with his incredible good looks and sparkling manners. And each meeting thereafter, as few as there had been, had only increased her attraction to him, making her long for things she could never have.

         Which was something she would not think about. With Phoebe marrying and beginning her new life with Oswin, the last of Clara’s responsibilities was going off with her. She cast a surreptitious glance around the room. It was time to become useful elsewhere, to find her new place within the family. She refused to be a burden on these people she loved so very much.

         The only question now was, where did she fit in with the new family dynamic…if she even fit in at all?

         The sharp voice of Aunt Olivia—the formidable Lady Tesh—cut through Clara’s morose thoughts and brought her back to the conversation at hand.

         “We shall need six months at the very least, perhaps eight, to plan a wedding appropriate for a duke’s daughter.” She thumped her cane on the floor, spearing Lady Crabtree with a stern look. Aunt Olivia’s small white dog, Freya, jumped at the sound before huffing and settling more firmly into her mistress’s lap.

         “Better yet,” the dowager viscountess continued, “let us plan for a spring wedding. That way we may be certain that everyone who is anyone is in town for the event.”

         “I agree, my dear Lady Tesh, that we should take the time to plan a proper wedding,” Lady Crabtree stated officiously. “However, Lord Crabtree and I insist on the wedding being held at our country estate. It is the only proper venue.”

         “Proper?” Aunt Olivia’s nostrils flared, making it look as if she had caught a whiff of manure in the silk cushions of her chair. “To have half of society trek north for days? No, I will not allow my great-niece to be insulted by a sparse guest list.”

         “I hardly think the guest list will be sparse. My husband is a marquess, after all, and my Oswin is in line for the title. No one would dare turn down an invitation.”

         “Not to mention, of course,” Aunt Olivia replied with all the silky danger of a snake about to strike, “that Phoebe is the daughter of a duke.”

         A triumphant gleam entered Lady Crabtree’s eyes. “So we are in agreement then. The wedding shall be held at Hedley.”

         “Over my dead—”

         “Perhaps,” Clara broke in, laying a staying hand on her great-aunt’s arm, “we should ask the couple what their wishes are. After all,” she continued with a serene smile, “nothing matters more than their happiness. Isn’t that right?”

         Both women’s faces settled into identical lines of rebellion. Yet they muttered their agreement, like recalcitrant children being called to the carpet. Clara let loose a small sigh of relief.

         “Quite right,” Mrs. Margery Kitteridge, Clara’s cousin and Aunt Olivia’s granddaughter, said with a bright smile. “Phoebe, have you and Oswin discussed where you would like the wedding to be held?”

         Phoebe cast a nervous glance at Aunt Olivia and Lady Crabtree. Clara gave her an encouraging nod, to which Phoebe seemed completely immune. It was only when her intended laid a comforting hand on hers, giving it a squeeze, that the tension in her face eased.

         The pang of sadness that rose up in Clara stunned her breathless. She had seen proof before, of course, in the past months in London that her sister did not need her as she used to. But this was the first time it had been brought so harshly into focus.

         It was as it should be, she told herself stoutly. Phoebe was moving on with her life, and her first thought should be for her future husband. Yet the pain of being left behind did not abate. All the more proof that Clara’s usefulness was at an end.

         “Actually, Oswin and I had hoped to be married in a month’s time.” Her eyes drifted to her intended, her hand turning over to grip his. “And we had hoped to marry at the chapel at Danesford.”

         “Danesford!” Lady Crabtree sputtered. “I shall not hear of it.”

         “Though I take offense at Lady Crabtree’s tone regarding my childhood home”—Lady Tesh speared the woman in question with a stern glare—“for once I have to agree that such a scheme is unthinkable. Why, we shall have to leave London almost immediately.”

         “I don’t have a problem with that,” Peter muttered.

         “Well, I do,” Aunt Olivia shot back. “After all, there are still…unfinished things to take care of here in London.” Her eyes drifted to Clara.

         It was the briefest of glances, but Clara felt the brand of them on her very soul. Her face flushed hot, and it took all her willpower to keep her expression serene. The hints that Clara should secure a husband were not new; they had begun years before, and at a time when Clara had not yet been considered a spinster firmly on the shelf. At the advanced age of nearly one and thirty, she should have plenty of practice ignoring her great-aunt’s increasingly pointed remarks. Though no amount of time seemed to take away the sting of them.

         Blessedly Peter appeared unaware of their great-aunt’s machinations—quite possibly the only person on the planet who was, Clara thought wryly. He scoffed. “I do believe your visits with the fine merchants of London have done enough damage to my coffers, madam. I cannot handle many more ‘unfinished things’ on your behalf.”

         “Please,” Aunt Olivia said with a roll of her eyes. “Your bank account has not even been dented by our little shopping excursions.”

         As Peter sputtered, no doubt ready for a fight with his favorite adversary, Lenora laid a gentle hand on his arm.

         “His Grace and I would, of course, be honored to host the wedding at our home,” she said, giving both Aunt Olivia and Lady Crabtree a look that proved she was every inch the duchess.

         “We should, of course, defer to the bride and groom’s wishes,” she continued as the two older women appeared to retreat with reluctance. “Phoebe, a marriage at Danesford would be absolutely lovely. But with only four weeks to plan, and four days of that spent in travel to the Isle, it will not be very grand, I’m afraid.”

         “Oh, I don’t care for grand,” Phoebe said with a beatific smile for her intended. “If I wear a sack and carry weeds as my bouquet, I would still be the happiest bride in England.”

         “And you would be the most beautiful as well,” Oswin murmured with a besotted smile.

         Perhaps, Clara thought as she watched the young couple make calf eyes at one another, a hasty wedding was best for all involved. It was a look she saw often, when Peter and Lenora gazed at one another—right before they disappeared with some flimsy excuse, returning sometime later looking decidedly more disheveled. It indicated that time was of the essence where the passions of the newly engaged couple were concerned.

         She would not look too closely at the pang in her chest. It was not jealousy; what Phoebe and Lenora had was not something she wanted. Such desires had brought her only grief and were best left in the past with the destruction of her girlhood dreams.

         “I think it’s a grand idea,” Clara announced firmly.

         As the rest of the party erupted into excited chatter, Aunt Olivia leaned close to Clara. “You’re against me, too?” she hissed. Her gnarled fingers stroked Freya’s scraggly fur, making her look for all the world like a villain in a play.

         Clara stifled a sigh. She should have expected the viscountess’s ire; her great-aunt wasn’t one to look kindly on being thwarted. Schooling her features into the pleasant expression she often adopted with the older woman—and just managing to bury the frustration that attempted to rear up—she replied with soothing tones, “There are no sides in this, Aunt Olivia.”

         “Of course there are sides.” The older woman’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Oh, you’re a clever one, aren’t you. I know why you would be more than happy to return to Synne. You think the question of you searching for a husband will be forgotten once we’re away from London and the social whirl.”

         Well, she hadn’t until just now. But if that wasn’t incentive, she didn’t know what was.

         Rather than admit such a thing, however, she said with what she thought was an impressively innocent expression, “I don’t have the faintest idea what you mean.”

         “Hmmm,” was all Aunt Olivia would say. Though if Clara wasn’t mistaken, there was a hint of respect in the woman’s disconcertingly sharp eyes.

         The viscountess turned back to the assembled. But any hope that she was done with the subject of Clara’s marital prospects—or lack thereof—was snuffed out the moment she began to speak.

         “And will your next eldest son be at Danesford in time for the wedding?” Aunt Olivia asked Lady Crabtree, her voice rising over the general din.

         Lady Crabtree raised a perfectly polished brow. “I know not.”

         “What of Oswin’s single friends? Will they be present?”

         Clara’s cheeks burned. “Aunt Olivia,” she said, feigning a bright smile, “I’m sure we’ll have more information on that soon. For now, let’s keep focused on the pertinent matter at hand. Namely when we should return to Synne.”

         “As always, Clara dear, you are the voice of reason.” Margery gave her hand a small squeeze, the compassion in her eyes a potent thing. And was it any wonder? She would have seen Aunt Olivia’s attempts at matching Clara with anything that breathed during their months in London. It was embarrassing, really. Blessedly, however, everyone was oblivious to the painful fact that, even should Clara wish it, she would never know the joys of marriage. She had given up any chance of that fifteen years ago. And it had nearly killed her.

         For a moment memories assaulted her, of a time when promise turned to betrayal, hope transformed into despair. When living from one second to the next had taken every ounce of effort she had possessed. She shook her head to free herself from her memories and pressed her lips tight together, annoyance rearing up. It was ridiculous, really. Half her life had passed since then; it should not still have such power over her.

         Though it was different now, wasn’t it? Mixed in with the familiar grief was something much sharper, much newer, a creeping regret for a life of her own, a life that had been stolen from her in one ill-conceived moment.

         Why this sudden ache deep in her gut for the impossible? Was it because of these weeks in London witnessing the wide-eyed hope of young women just starting out on their futures? Or was it due to her younger sister, the last living member of her immediate family, marrying and leaving her?

         Or worse, was it due to Mr. Nesbitt’s return?

         While the first two were natural reasons for her sudden restlessness, the last was troubling indeed. Nothing could come of it, even if she wished it. Which she did not.

         At least she kept telling herself that.

         “I shall concede that Phoebe and Oswin will marry at Danesford. I am not such a harridan to deny them what they wish. But”—Aunt Olivia pointed a glare at each and every person in the room—“I will not miss out on a grand London engagement ball. I will have that much, at least.” She gave an injured sniff.

         “As will I,” Lady Crabtree joined in with an outraged air. “Oswin is my eldest, after all.”

         “Of course,” Lenora soothed. “With Clara, Margery, and myself working together, we can manage it in a week, I think, and leave for Synne the following morning. Phoebe, you do not oppose such a scheme, do you?”

         “Not a bit,” she said with a smile.

         With that the planning began in earnest. And Clara found her exhaustion returning tenfold. It had all seemed a dream, her sister leaving her. Now, however, with the dates and times pinned down, bringing that possibility into clear focus, she could see the end of their time together, the end of her usefulness. And it frightened her.

         For years she had been the foundation of their family, holding them together after her younger brother Hillram’s death some four years prior, and then during their father’s lengthy illness. With his passing last year she might have felt lost, for most of her time and energy had been spent caring for him. But there had been Phoebe to look after and see through the grief, and Peter to help guide in his new position as duke.

         Yet now Peter was more than capable of taking on the duties that had been thrust on him, and Phoebe was setting off on a new life. And Clara was left behind.

         A hand on her arm brought her back to the present. She blinked owlishly, looking into Margery’s concerned face. She realized belatedly that they were quite alone.

         “The others have decided a walk in the gardens is in order,” she explained gently, “to get some air. And, I suspect, to provide a bit of distraction for my grandmother and the terrifying Lady Crabtree.” Her full cheeks lifted in a wry smile.

         “Of course,” Clara said, trying with all her might to shrug off the sadness that continued to cling to her like a barnacle. She forced a smile, standing and shaking out her skirts. “Let us be off at once.”

         But Margery’s hand landed once more on her sleeve, staying her. “I think,” she said quietly, “that it might be wise for you to return to Dane House.”

         “Nonsense,” Clara declared, though she could not meet her cousin’s eyes for the understanding she knew she would find there. Margery might not know the tragedy in Clara’s past, but she had an intuitive soul and had offered Clara a compassionate ear more than once in the past year of change and upheaval.

         That did not mean, however, that Clara could take her up on her kind offers. Clara only knew to be strong, to help where it was needed, to prop others up when they might collapse. She didn’t know how to lean on another—and feared ever finding strength again should she let her guard down.

         But despite Margery’s mild disposition, she could be stubborn when she put her mind to it. “I will not hear another word on it,” she declared, pushing Clara toward the door. “They have gotten the important details out of the way and shall only be discussing the color of the flowers and the style of cake. Besides”—she gave Clara a sly look—“think how much help you’ll be by returning home and giving Mrs. Ingram and Yargood advance notice of the coming move. There is no one who can start the necessary coordination of packing and preparation like you.”

         Clara gave her cousin a smile. “You can be a crafty thing, did you know that?”

         Margery grinned. “Go,” she said firmly, shooing Clara out the door.

         Clara relented, giving a soft chuckle as she turned for the stairs. Just as she reached the ground floor, however, Margery called her name. Clara looked up and spied her cousin’s round face peering over the banister.

         “Oh, and dearest? Lenora quite forgot to tell Mrs. Ingram of Mr. Nesbitt’s appearance for dinner. Can you please let her know?” Her eyes shone. “How exciting to have him back in England. I cannot wait to see our friend after so long.”

         Dazed, Clara could only watch numbly as Margery waved merrily and ducked out of sight. For a blessed moment she had forgotten him.

         But she was not a young, impressionable girl any longer. She was a woman, with much more sense than she’d had at fifteen. Yes, Mr. Nesbitt was handsome, and kind, and she was attracted to him as she had not been to anyone in ages. But that did not mean she was foolish enough to act on her desires. With so many years of practice at keeping her head in control and in silencing the urgings of her heart, it would be an easy thing to ignore her feelings for the man.

         And perhaps, she mused wryly as she accepted her outer things from the butler, she might eventually believe it herself.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Quincy took a steadying breath as he looked up at the imposing façade of his family’s London townhouse. It had taken a good pounding ride, followed by several hours of walking the stately streets of Mayfair, to get him to this point. And still something deep inside urged him to turn tail and flee and not look back. When last he’d been this nervous he’d been a mere lad, leaving this place for a new life. Away from the hell that home had become and the terror of the future his mother had mapped out for him.

         But no, this feeling wasn’t the same. His hand tightened into a fist, his jaw clenching so hard his teeth ached. The anxiety he’d felt then had been overshadowed by youthful pride, and rage, and a certainty that the path he was about to embark on was right. And he could not regret it one bit. He had carved a new life for himself, had made himself into a man he could be proud of.

         Now, however, his nervousness was accompanied by the anger of a man who knew what he’d been robbed of, who had seen that there were loving mothers in the world who did not feel obliged to ship their sons off to war in order to rid themselves of the burden of them.

         Fury pounded through him, so hard and fast he could feel the pulse of it in his temples. He saw it clearly then, the reason he had delayed coming back, that thing that the anger had sprouted from like a poisonous weed. No matter he was a grown man and had spent half his life building his confidence, along with his fortune; he was still that frightened, hurt boy who could do no right.

         Well, no more.

         Shoulders set in determination, he strode up the front steps and rapped sharply on the grand oak door. Within moments it swung open.

         Quincy had not realized what seeing the butler would do to him. For there was Byerly, still at his post, though with a decade and a half of gray hair topping his head, new lines bracketing his eyes and mouth, and extra weight about his middle.

         “Good afternoon, sir,” he said in his sonorous voice. “Are you expected by Her Grace?”

         This man had known him since he was a babe in arms, had given him rides upon his back, and had snuck him sweets when things were at their worst. That he now had no idea who Quincy was should not have affected him as it did. Yet he felt a slight cracking in the region of his heart. He pushed the feeling aside and plastered a carefree grin on his face. “Come along, Byerly. Never say you have forgotten me.”

         The butler frowned at the familiarity, his mouth opening no doubt to lay Quincy low with a scathing retort. Whatever words he had been about to utter, however, stalled when recognition sparked. The man’s jaw dropped. “Master Quincy?” he whispered.

         Quincy smiled. “It’s good to see you, old friend.”

         But there was no answering smile. Instead a dawning horror filled the man’s features. He bowed, deeply. “Ah, but forgive me. I forget myself.”

         Quincy’s smile faltered, his insides lurching. That sensation only worsened as Byerly’s hands came together, the fingers tangling in a mass of white-gloved digits. “But you’ll be wanting to see your mother. Please, allow me to show you the way. Or would you rather find the way yourself?” He shook his head sharply. “Oh, dear,” he muttered. “Dear me.”

         Quincy, growing more alarmed by the second, stepped toward the man. He looked as if he was about to keel over on the spot. “I say, are you well?” Perhaps he was losing his faculties. Though he could not see his mother, a stickler for all that was perfect and proper, allowing Byerly to keep his post if that was so.

         To Quincy’s everlasting shock, a desperate laugh burst from the butler. Then, without another word, he turned and began a swift stride across the front hall and up the sweeping staircase. Utterly bewildered, Quincy nonetheless followed with alacrity. He didn’t know what the devil was wrong with the man. But if the desperation in his step was any indication, he was headed to Quincy’s mother to apprise her of her youngest son’s sudden appearance. With that woman Quincy would finally have the answers he sought. Hopefully.

         The near sprint through the house was short. Even so, Quincy was stunned by the physical reminders of his childhood, memories he had banished from his mind in an attempt to survive. Here was the railing he had slid down more times than he could count under his father’s mischievous tutelage, there the bust of some long-dead ancestor he had once dressed as a woman, complete with his mother’s best rouge and wig. As they made their way up another flight, turning the corner into the family apartments, he tried not to look at the long line of doors before him. But he was aware of each and every one. And in his head he recited the litany of names: Gordon, Kenneth, Sylvester, Quincy. Their bedrooms in a neat row leading to their parents’ apartments. Each door was firmly closed, and it surprised him, the ache in his chest to glimpse within those rooms.

         He had not been close to his brothers, being the last born long after the others. His three elder brothers had been close, in age and friendship. And forever excluding Quincy, who would have given anything to be included. Before Quincy’s flight from home all three had moved out of the London house, Gordon returning only to take their father’s place after his death, Kenneth and Sylvester at university preparing for their lives as younger sons. And no doubt finding relief from their mother’s constant criticisms.

         His boots clicked sharply on the polished wood floor of the hall, sending back echoes of his mother’s sharp reprimands, something that had haunted him despite all the happiness he had managed to scrape out with his father between these walls. Would that he could go on with his life without needing this meeting to close the last of his wounds. Would that he could turn around and never think of this place again.

         No matter the urges deep inside him, however, it was too late to retreat. The door to his mother’s sitting room loomed. And then Byerly was pushing open the door, his agitation making him forget to knock.

         “I told you I was not to be disturbed, Byerly.” His mother’s voice, sharper than Quincy remembered, rang out into the hall. And suddenly he was a boy again, being called to the carpet for one of the thousand things he had done wrong. Forever a disappointment.

         Drawing himself to his full height, he pushed into the room before Byerly had a chance to announce him. “Hello, Mother,” he said, pasting a devilish smile to a face that felt stiff and unyielding—so quickly falling back on defenses he had always used to hide his hurt. “Have you missed me?”

         His mother’s face was frozen, halfway between shock and fury. As if upon seeing him her mind had simply stopped working, and she was now caught in some horrible purgatory. She was as beautiful as ever. That much was obvious to him, though he could comprehend little else. Yet that same coldness that had taken away from her beauty was still present, even in her shock. She was as flawless as a marble statue, and without an ounce of warmth. Though perhaps, now that he was returned to her after so long, she might show a modicum of happiness.

         That pathetic hope died a quick and complete death as she came back to her senses. Her eyes narrowed as she took him in, from the top of his carefully mussed hair to the tips of his gleaming boots. “You’re not dead.”

         The words were spoken without emotion. It was no different from any interaction they’d had when he was a child, and so should not surprise him in the least.

         Why, then, did it hurt so damn much?

         But he had never shown his pain before. He was not about to start now. He grinned and executed a flourishing bow. “Obviously. I’m glad to see your advanced age has not taken away your powers of observation.”

         Her lips pressed into a harsh line before she recalled herself and her face smoothed once more. Anything to keep away the encroaching signs of aging, he thought with bitterness. Now that the initial shock was gone, he could see that the toil of time had not been held completely at bay. She was nearing six decades, after all, and her skin was beginning to show it. Fine lines radiated from the corners of her eyes, crossed the expanse of her forehead, and bracketed the corners of her mouth. Her hair, too, had not escaped the march of years. More than a few fine gray strands were worked through the deep brown.

         “I see you are just as charming as ever,” she said, acid leaching into her voice. Her sharp eyes took in his fine clothes with grudging interest. “Though it appears you have not been living a pauper’s existence. Where have you been all this time?”

         The moment the words were out of her mouth her lips twisted, as if the taste of the question offended her. Her curiosity must be great indeed for her to ignore her pride. He briefly welcomed the idea of stringing her along, refusing to answer, making her squirm.

         But although he had always enjoyed baiting her, he found that he was too damn tired for such games. This reunion was taking too much out of him. All he wanted was to finish with it, to escape from this place and put it behind him once and for all.

         He strode to a seat near his mother and sank down into it. She had not bid him to sit, and no doubt she never would. Well, to hell with that. He was not a youth any longer, desperate for her approval. “I have been to America,” he said. “To Boston.”

         Her eyes flared wide. “Whyever would you go and do a thing like that?”

         A sharp laugh burst from him. “England is not the center of the world, Mother.”

         “Yes, it is,” she said, with a surety that would have done any queen proud.

         But arguing would get him nowhere. He closed his eyes against a sudden pain in his head. “Where are my brothers? I would get the rest of these loving reunions out of the way so I may go back to living my life.”

         Instead of a sharp retort, however, there was only silence. A silence that was as heavy as it was dark. Funny that, for he had never thought a lack of sound could hold so much emotion. He opened his eyes to question his mother once again—perhaps she had grown hard of hearing as well. To his shock, however, she appeared utterly destroyed.

         He bolted upright in his seat and reached for her hand. It was a foreign thing, to touch her at all. And so he did not immediately realize how cold her fingers were. “What is it? Are you unwell?”

         The sound of his voice seemed to jolt her back to herself. Snapping her hand back from his touch, her lip curled ever so slightly, eyes blazing. “Of course I’m well. But what game are you playing? What do you mean, you wish to see your brothers?”

         His momentary worry transformed to anger of his own. “Why else would I come back after all this time but to see my family?”

         “You are cruel,” she spat.

         “What the devil are you talking about? How is it cruel to want to see them?”

         Realization dawned in her eyes as she took him in. “But…you don’t know then?”

         “Know what, precisely?”

         She shook her head, artfully arranged curls trembling in agitation. “But you have to know. It’s why you came back, surely.”

         “I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about.” He tried to keep the words even. But unease had begun to bubble up in his gut, like a pot of water set to boil.

         Her next words, said with a cruelty that stunned him, had that pot boiling right over the edge.

         “You cannot see your brothers because they are, each and every one, dead in their graves.” Her lips stretched into a malicious smile. “And so it is only me to welcome you home, dear boy. Or should I say, Your Grace, the Duke of Reigate?”
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