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London docks, March 1867


Gabriela Luna rarely made a decision she regretted. Sure, there had been a handful of occasions where she’d acted rashly and without thought. Like the time when she was fifteen and had slapped Don Ángel, patriarch of the powerful De la Cruz tobacco empire, across the cheek when he’d uttered a disgusting comment about her mother marrying a Purépecha, the crack echoing through the stunned assembly room. Or when she had pointedly corrected Vizconde Alborada for misnaming the Juárez law during dinner at a party hosted by her parents. Or even when she’d abandoned a waltz with a marquess’s heir in the middle of a dance floor when he’d insinuated “mixed-blood” women were more hotheaded.


But now, as she stood on the grimy docks, staring at the steamer ship rocking gently to and fro on the murky waters of the London harbor, Gabby recognized the uncomfortable lump in her throat as an error in judgment.


“Isabel said in her letter that there will be a conveyance to collect you at Altamira when the ship docks.” Her eldest sister, Ana María, worried her lip. “I know I shouldn’t fret because Isa would never leave you waiting, but I’m going to anyway because I won’t be there to help you should you need it.”


It was just like Ana María to fret over her safety. And Gabby would miss her terribly for it.


“I’ll be fine. Once I’m back in Mexico, I’ll have my feet under me and will have no problem finding assistance.” She smiled and tapped the back of her sister’s hand. “I’m not afraid of doing things on my own.”


“I know, querida.” Worry lines still bracketed Ana María’s eyes. “I take some solace in the fact that you won’t be completely alone. Señorita Moreno will make excellent company on the long voyage.”


Gabby inclined her head as she slid her gaze to where Miss Lucia Moreno stood. The young woman appeared to be a few years older than her own four and twenty, a modest but welltrimmed cloak wrapped around her trembling frame. From what their tío Arturo had said, Miss Moreno had been raised in England by two Mexican-born parents but was now traveling to Guanajuato to care for her ailing grandmother. Tío had thought the young woman could serve as Gabby’s traveling companion, and Ana María and Gideon, her husband, had quickly agreed. Miss Moreno appeared friendly enough, and it would certainly be nice to have company on the trip across the Atlantic.


A trip she was still uncertain she should be making.


“You remembered to pack the parcel I put together for Isa and Mother, right?”


“Of course I did.” Gabby grabbed her hand. “I have the parcel, your letter, and photos of Estella. I won’t let anything happen to them.”


Ana María swallowed as her eyes danced over Gabby’s face. “I’m sorry. I know it’s silly to worry about such a thing. It’s just . . .” She looked to where Gideon stood, their young daughter smacking his cheek with her chubby hand. “I want them to know how happy I am here. That I may not have married who they wanted, but I married who I wanted. Does that make sense?”


“Of course it does.” Gabby watched as her sister admired her little family. Her baby niece, Estella, had quickly become Gabby’s favorite person in the world, and she was loath to say goodbye to her. But in the four years since she and her sisters had fled their home in Mexico City as the French army marched on the capital and sailed to London for refuge, Gabby had itched to return. Her life among the British aristocracy was not as bad as she liked to complain it was, especially since it allowed her infinitely more freedom than she experienced under the watchful eye of her father, but Gabby felt ill at ease. With Liberal forces reclaiming power in many parts of Mexico, her father would eventually turn his attention to his youngest daughter and invite her home. But Gabby was tired of waiting on tenterhooks, and was no longer inclined to await an invitation.


“Always a matador, ready to face down a bull,” Isabel had said once, and Gabby had been hard-pressed to disagree. And after the incident at the Wright ball, a return seemed warranted.


“But, Ana”—she cleared her throat—“you don’t have to prove anything to Mother and Father. Your life here in London, with Gideon and Estella, is testament enough to your happiness.”


“You’re right. I don’t.” Ana María’s throat bobbed, and her dark eyes turned glassy as they held hers. “And neither do you. You know that, right?”


Damn her sister for being so perceptive. Gabby managed to hold Ana María’s stalwart gaze out of sheer tenacity. “I’m not trying to win—”


“Yes, you are, querida. I think you want to show Father that you can be an asset in the war. And you would make a wonderful diplomat because you know how to put others at ease even while you push to get what you want.” Ana María stepped forward to press her cheek to Gabby’s, and her voice dropped as she continued, “You are more than enough, and you always have been. Return to Mexico because you miss Mother and Isa. Or to escape the machinations of these idiot fortune hunters—”


Gabby huffed a strained breath in her ear. “I think a break is needed, don’t you?”


Ana María’s brows dipped low. “I worry for you.”


“Well, you’ll have nothing to worry about if I’m in Mexico.”


“I’ll just have a new set of things to worry about,” her older sister quipped.


Gabby pressed her lips together for a moment. “I tire of feeling like a prize, and by men who don’t truly know me or even care to. They’re more concerned with my dowry, or my connections to you and Gideon, or even Isa and Sirius, for all that they live in Mexico. I just want to be wanted . . . for me.”


“As you deserve to be.” Ana María leaned back to consider her. “But returning to Mexico means you will have new battles to wage. Are you prepared to do that?”


Her older sister did not need to explain what she meant. A sob lodged in Gabby’s throat, and she struggled to breathe around it. She’d fled Mexico City with her sisters and had lived a happy life in London ever since. But just the thought of seeing her father again, of experiencing the push and pull of coveting his approval yet needing to rebel against it, turned her stomach. But if anyone knew what it was like to be a stranger to your own father, it was Ana María. Gabby wrapped her arms around her sister’s shoulders and hugged her close.


“Maybe this time I can make him see.” Blinking rapidly, she pulled back to meet her sister’s gaze. “Maybe this time he’ll want to.”


Ana María nodded, a hint of a smile on her lips. “Maybe he will. I will pray he does. But do not ever forget, querida, that there are those of us who know the real Gabby and love her immensely. You’ll always be welcomed with open arms.”


“And she loves you, too.” Gabby took a step back and straightened her spine. She would not cry.


Before she could say anything else, Gideon came to stand at Ana María’s side, and baby Estella immediately reached her eager arms toward Gabby. Without a moment’s hesitation, she scooped her niece into her arms and cuddled her close, inhaling deeply of her sweet baby scent.


“I’m going to miss you so much, mi amor,” she said, pressing a kiss to Estella’s soft cheek. “Are you sure I can’t take her with me? We’d have so much fun together and she’d have the entire crew wrapped around her chubby finger even before we left British waters.”


“But then her papa would unravel, because she has him tied up in knots, too,” Ana María said with a laugh, linking her arm through Gideon’s and smiling up at him.


Gabby had once thought her brother-in-law a dour man, an adjective so foreign now as she watched him gaze fondly upon his wife and young daughter. “Estella will one day visit her mother’s homeland, but preferably not when she’s so young.”


“Or without her parents,” Ana María added, arching a brow.


“You’re no fun,” Gabby murmured as she kissed the baby’s cheek again.


Estella remained unconcerned, more interested in gnawing on the dimpled fist in her mouth.


Before Gabby could say anything else, a figure appeared at her right elbow, her familiar rosewater scent wafting above the stench of the sea.


“Well, darling,” Viscountess Yardley began, tapping Gabby on the arm, “While I disagree that you should let that foul earl chase you from London, I am happy you will have an opportunity to hug your mother again.”


Gabby exchanged a glance with her sister, who merely pressed her lips together as she looked between Gabby and the viscountess. For his part, Gideon pivoted away, but not before Gabby spied a muscle twitching in his jaw.


Lifting her chin, Gabby said, “I’m not being chased away, I’m simply reevaluating my options.”


Ana María snorted but said nothing. Gabby had always made it clear that she wanted to return to Mexico at some point, and with Maximilian and his imperialist supporters quickly losing ground now that the majority of French troops had withdrawn and the United States continued to send aid to Juárez and the Republicans, now seemed an appropriate time.


And if it also saved her from the unscrupulous actions of a cash-strapped earl, well, then Gabby would take advantage of the opportunity, even if her family did not approve.


“It’s also true that I’ve missed our mother a great deal.” Gabby studied her niece’s perfect face instead of meeting her sister’s or the viscountess’s gazes. “Let us hope she will be happy to see me. I haven’t exactly asked for permission to return.”


“Aah, but you did. You asked me.”


Gabby laughed as Tío Arturo joined them. He was correct, of course. She may not have received her parents’ permission to return to Mexico, but her uncle, as the Mexican ambassador, was well versed in the conditions surrounding the war, and had been comforted by word from her sister, Isabel, that travel would not be compromised. And after the debacle at the Wright ball, Tío was even more inclined to allow her a graceful escape.


She had been relieved by his support, especially as Ana María, Gideon, and Lady Yardley had objected quite soundly. But she suspected Tío Arturo understood the deep burning desire that flared in her chest to step on Mexican shores once again. She missed home and everything associated with it . . . well, almost everything.


This time would be different, though. Her teeth clamped together. She was a different Gabby than she had been: more mature, savvy, and sophisticated. She would show her father that she could be an asset to the Luna family, just as her sisters were. No longer would he view her as—


Determined to lighten her mood, Gabby shook away such thoughts and turned her attention to Gideon, who surveyed the crowd on the docks as if he was searching for someone. “I can’t believe you changed your mind about me leaving, Gideon. I thought I was going to have to resort to bribery . . .” Gabby narrowed her eyes. “Or maybe even battery, to convince you to let me return home.”


Gideon didn’t smile—he saved all of his smiles for Ana María and Estella—but there was a spark in his dark eyes that Gabby had long recognized as amusement. “Let’s just say that once I learned you wouldn’t be traveling alone, my concerns over your safety lifted a tad.”


“I’ve always appreciated your concern,” she allowed, “but I’m certain Señorita Moreno and I will be perfectly fine.”


Her brother-in-law’s lips twisted in a manner Gabby had never seen before, and she frowned. “What?”


With quick movements, Gideon scooped Estella from her arms and propped her against his chest. Gabby didn’t miss Ana María’s quiet laugh. “As much as I’m sure you and Miss Moreno are capable of caring for yourselves, there will be another on the ship to provide you assistance should you need it,” Gideon said.


Jerking her chin back, Gabby looked from Gideon to her sister, whose attention was focused on her daughter. Ana María refused to meet Gabby’s eyes. When she turned his way, Tío Arturo was studying the ship’s masts. Lady Yardley, however, stared back at her with a broad smile. Dread dropped in Gabby’s stomach like a rock.


“Who?” she demanded, spinning about in a whirl of skirts, her eyes darting about the busy docks. A name flashed in her mind and she drew up short, her breath catching. Surely not. Of all the people who would be traveling to Altamira, it couldn’t be him.


Gritting her teeth so tightly her jaw ached, she pivoted, following the direction Gideon searched. It was then that the crowd shifted and her gaze collided with a familiar pair of blue eyes and her skin flushed so hot, Gabby was certain she would combust. Without a thought, she stomped her foot and shrieked, “Ay, no!”


Sebastian Brooks, the eleventh duke of Whitfield, knew better than to expect an effusive . . . or even a cordial greeting from the likes of Miss Gabriela Luna. But he certainly hadn’t expected her to exclaim so loudly she’d frightened several of the sailors working on the gangplank.


Sighing, Sebastian plucked his spectacles from his face and massaged the bridge of his nose. The voyage to Altamira was scheduled for twelve to fourteen days, and then the carriage ride to Dawson’s home would take five to six days. Surely he could survive three weeks in Miss Luna’s company.


Even across the sixty or so feet between them, Sebastian could see the disbelief and frustration sparking in her greenishbrown eyes.


“And here I thought you were a rake about town, Your Grace.” Brodie, his valet, stopped next to him, his head cocked to the side. “But that lass appears angry enough to bite through steel.”


Sebastian snorted as he slid on his spectacles. Brodie had worked for him for nigh on a decade, and he was used to his easy manners and glib tongue. He continued to employ the man despite his propensity for bringing Sebastian down a peg because, frankly, no one dressed Sebastian quite like the burly Scotsman. He should have foreseen Brodie’s delight at Miss Luna’s fiery disdain for him.


Three weeks, he reminded himself. Just three weeks, and he would be in Mexico with his old friend Sirius Dawson, touring the silver mine that had single-handedly brought the Whitfield dukedom out of arrears.


Brodie whistled through his teeth. “She truly dislikes you, doesn’t she?”


“I assure you the feeling is mutual,” Sebastian said, tugging on his cuff links.


“Sure it is.”


“What is that supposed to mean?” he growled, glowering down at his valet.


Unmoved by Sebastian’s annoyance, Brodie lifted a shoulder. “It means that I don’t believe you, Your Grace.”


Sebastian leaned on his onyx-and-gold-tipped cane as he lifted a brow. “My opinion of Miss Luna does not require your approval, Brodie.”


“Of course not,” the valet replied, unimpressed. “But I do so look forward to watching that lovely lass tie you up in knots these next few weeks, especially as you’ll have nowhere to go to escape her.”


Clenching his eyes closed, Sebastian exhaled a long breath. Between the sharp-tongued Miss Luna and his shrewd valet, he was bound for purgatory.


Pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose, Sebastian pulled his gaze from Miss Luna’s scowling face to where Fox stood with his infant daughter in his arms. Looking amused. The damn man was almost smiling. Something about the scene made him think of James and David.


“Do you think they’ll be okay while I’m gone?”


His valet didn’t need Sebastian to explain whom he was speaking of, for the older man nodded. “They know you’re coming back. That you wouldn’t have left in the first place if the trip hadn’t already been planned. Old Mrs. Evers and the staff will take good care of them.”


Sebastian knew that, of course, but unease still turned his stomach. “I’m going to tell Mrs. Evers you call her old.”


“Now you’re stalling, Your Grace. You’re gonna have to speak with Miss Luna eventually,” Brodie offered, most unhelpfully.


“Yes, I am aware. But after this moment, it will be almost impossible to be away from her, so I am reveling in my freedom while I can.”


With a long exhale, Sebastian set off toward the group waiting at the edge of the gangplank, their expressions ranging from polite regard to open hostility. Doing his best to avoid Miss Luna, Sebastian exchanged greetings with Lady Yardley, then Mrs. Fox, and then Mr. Valdés. When he finally stretched out a hand to his friend, Sebastian couldn’t keep himself from squeezing Fox’s hand tightly.


“It would seem she did not take the news well,” he murmured quietly, careful not to be overheard.


Fox shook his head, amusement still evident in his expression. “I’d say her reaction was very much in character.”


Sebastian couldn’t argue with that. He’d known Miss Luna would be upset when she learned he would also be on the voyage to Mexico, and he also knew she was not a young woman who hid her emotions behind a veneer of placidity. Sebastian had never doubted where he stood with Gabriela Luna, and try as he might, he couldn’t help but respect her for it. The majority of people he met acquiesced to him and his desires simply because he was a duke, and Sebastian had come to value those friends who were not swayed by his title. Gideon Fox was one such friend; Sirius Dawson another. And while Sebastian would never call Miss Luna a friend, her fierce resistance to treating him as anything other than a bug beneath her fashionable shoe was a trait he found both vexing and charming.


Fox took a step closer to him then, his voice dropping an octave. “I’m sure the voyage will have its trying moments, but I am much relieved that you will be there should Gabby require your assistance.”


“But who will protect me from her?” Sebastian volleyed, affecting an affronted look.


Fox didn’t have a chance to respond because Sebastian felt a tap on his arm. Clenching his jaw, he looked down, not at all surprised to see Miss Luna’s hazel eyes glaring up at him.


“What, exactly, are you doing here, Your Grace?”


Her tone was clipped. Commanding. Sebastian stifled an inner sigh. “I was invited to attend the board of directors meeting for the Camino Rojo mine.”


Miss Luna’s nose crinkled. “Isn’t that the same mine Captain Dawson has invested in?”


Sebastian nodded. “He is the one who courted my involvement in the venture. I’ve been hoping to visit the operations since I first threw my support behind it.”


“Oh.” She blinked for several seconds. “Does that mean you will also be a guest of my sister and Captain Dawson?”


Now it was Sebastian’s turn to blink. “I had assumed you would be staying with your parents. Surely you’re anxious to be reunited with them.”


Her face darkened. “Of course I am eager to see them, but I would much rather stay with Isa.”


“I don’t understand—”


“All aboard!”


Sebastian took a step back, unease curdling in his stomach. In a daze he watched as Miss Luna turned from him in a huff, before she launched herself into her sister’s arms.


The gravity of their situation crashed onto his shoulders like an anvil. Not only would he be sequestered on a ship with Miss Luna for weeks on end, but they would also be guests in the same house. Christ almighty, what had he agreed to?


“It won’t be so bad, Whitfield.” Fox clapped him on the back, while the infant Miss Fox reached her plump arms to him. Without hesitation, Sebastian brought her into his embrace. “Despite how your interactions have gone to this point, Gabby is a clever and kindhearted young woman. I’m certain the two of you could be friendly . . . if you tried.”


“I believe you mean that Miss Luna is wickedly clever and selectively kind.” Sebastian arched a brow. “I have no qualms being friendly to her, but I rather doubt she’ll reciprocate.”


Fox met his gaze directly. “Then don’t antagonize her.”


Scoffing, Sebastian rubbed the backs of his knuckles along the baby’s downy cheek. “Miss Fox, I implore you to remind your dear father that your great friend the Duke of Whitfield would not know the first thing about antagonizing others. He is a virtuous saint of a man.”


Little Miss Fox gurgled what was surely her agreement, and Fox chuckled. Since his marriage to Ana María, Gideon smiled and laughed more often, a feat that no longer shocked Sebastian. Perhaps one day he would be lucky enough to find such happiness—


“Write when you can. I’ll be very interested in all your observations about Mexico, the workings of the mine, and how Dawson and Isabel get on.” Fox hesitated, plucking his daughter from Sebastian’s hands and propping her on his hip. His expression returned to the serious facade he was known for. “Please keep an eye on Gabby. She is brimful of self-assurance, but from what Ana has said, there are those in Mexico who will delight in stripping her confidence away. She’ll need an ally, whether she knows it or not.”


An uncharacteristic ache thrummed in Sebastian’s chest, and he slid his gaze to where Miss Luna shared tearful goodbyes with her family. She had gone out of her way to avoid him over the last few years, and he’d done much the same. Heaven knew Sebastian didn’t need to subject himself to her cutting remarks. But the idea of someone trying to humble the indomitable Gabriela Luna seemed unforgivable.


Clearing his throat, Sebastian finally said, “And you trust me to be her ally?”


Fox shook his head. “I trust you with her life.”
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Gabby stood on the deck of the ship, her gaze fixed on the rapidly disappearing shoreline. If she squinted her eyes, she could just barely make out Ana María holding Estella, her arm raised in farewell. Gabby’s eyes burned with unshed tears, and she curled her hands into fists to keep them at bay. She’d cried enough for one day.


So much about life felt like a long series of goodbyes. First she’d said goodbye to her mother when they fled Mexico, then when Isabel returned home without her. Now to Ana María. Whether Gabby returned to London or stayed in Mexico, she was destined to say goodbye to someone, and that harsh truth was a sharp knot in her throat.


Which made her angry. Gabby despised being vulnerable. Hated crying, for she’d long ago learned that her tears were useless. But she especially hated crying now that she knew the Duke of Whitfield would witness her pain. Oh, he had quietly boarded the ship after exchanging goodbyes with her family, and had not lingered on the deck to observe her as she clung to her niece and plied Estella with kisses and whispered words of love. The duke had not seen how Gabby held tightly to Ana María as her sister said a prayer for her safety and happiness. Had not heard Lady Yardley confess, in a broken voice, that she would miss her.


No, the Duke of Whitfield had given Gabby her space to mourn this parting, but just knowing he was close unnerved her. He had unnerved her from the moment she’d met him . . . which had always confused her, because the duke had never frightened her. Yet being in his presence had always left Gabby feeling decidedly on guard. And with so much about her reception in Mexico unknown, Gabby already had more than enough to worry about.


“The water is so much bluer than I was expecting.”


Gabby swiveled her head, the tension dissipating when her gaze met Miss Moreno’s. The young woman’s cheeks were flushed from the wind, but there was a sparkle in her amber eyes. While Gabby’s emotions were in tumult, Miss Moreno—Lucia—appeared happy. Excited, even.


Forcing her thoughts back to the other woman’s remark, Gabby finally said, “London has so grievously polluted its waters, it’s easy to believe the ocean is supposed to be a dank grayish brown. But I assure you that the sea is composed of the loveliest blues and greens in the world. You’ll see the variations best when we reach the Caribbean.”


“I look forward to it.” A smile stretched across Lucia’s lips. “I confess, this is my first time traveling outside of England, and I am both elated and scared to see more of the world.”


“Such a conflicting mixture of emotions I can understand.” Gabby quirked her head. “Your parents emigrated to London from Mexico some years back?”


The other woman nodded. “Almost thirty years ago. I was born in London, although my parents spoke of Guanajuato so much, I feel as if I know it, too.”


“Is that where you will be traveling to when we land?”


“Sí. Mi abuela todavia vive en la Guanajuato.” Lucia looked out on the choppy waters of the bay. “We’ve never met in person, so I hope she is as agreeable as she comes across in her letters.”


“For your sake, I hope so, too.” When Lucia laughed, Gabby smiled. “What made you decide to visit now?”


“My father remarried.” Lucia’s pleasant expression faltered. “My mother died five years ago, and it had been just the two of us ever since. Until three months ago, that is. When he met Mrs. Grayson.”


Although Lucia’s tone was guarded, Gabby could detect a whole cache of hurt in her words. She could only imagine what sort of circumstances had forced Lucia to flee the only home she’d ever known for a land she’d never visited.


“I’m certain welcoming a new person into your home after so long had been very difficult.”


“It was time for me to venture out.” Lucia clasped her hands together, her chin tilting up. “I’m well past the age my mother was when she met and married my father, and she would have wanted to see me settled. And as I’ve yet to find a man I could envision as my husband in England . . .”


“It is a bachelor wasteland,” Gabby declared, chuckling when Lucia laughed outright.


“Perhaps I will have better luck in Mexico.” Lucia sighed, her eyes wistful on the horizon. “Or perhaps I will find purpose in caring for my grandmother. I like feeling useful, and recently I’ve felt like a burden.”


Useful. It was a word Gabby had never heard used to describe herself, and she longed for there to be a reason to. Ana María had found a purpose collaborating with Gideon on his work as a member of Parliament. And Isabel had saved President Juárez’s life and now worked for the First Lady of Mexico to aid rebel soldiers and their families in the fight against the French. Meanwhile, Gabby had languished in one boring ballroom after the other, the pretty Luna sister but nothing more. She prayed, with all of her heart, that returning home to Mexico would give her a sense of purpose, just like Lucia.


Gabby laid a hand on the other woman’s arm. “I think it is quite brave of you to travel to Mexico on your own when you’re unsure of what to expect when you arrive.”


Lucia pivoted, a dark brow raised. “I’ve heard I can say the same of you.”


“Perhaps.” Her mouth went dry. “At least my older sister, Isabel, knows I’m coming.”


“Do you think your parents will be upset?” Lucia asked, her eyes wide.


Gabby shrugged, while her gut roiled. “Knowing my father, most definitely.”


Movement from the corner of her eye caught her attention, and Gabby turned with a scowl to see the Duke of Whitfield on the other end of the deck, conversing with the ship’s captain. Of course he would seek out the most powerful man on the ship, Gabby thought disdainfully.


“My word, Señorita Luna, that’s quite the scowl.” Lucia clicked her tongue. “Your sister said you were not fond of the duke, but I suppose I didn’t realize how much until just now.”


“Sí, bien.” She paused, biting her cheek. “He is . . . not my favorite person.”


“It would seem not.” The young woman studied the duke askance. “I wonder why you hold him in such low regard.”


Shuffling on her feet, Gabby risked a glance in the duke’s direction, her frown deepening to see him now laughing along with a group of sailors. “I will tell you if only to caution you to avoid him as much as you can.”


When Lucia nodded, Gabby held up her hand, ticking off her fingers. “Whitfield’s presumptuous, vain, and arrogant. He believes himself to be the smartest person in any room he steps into and must always have the last word. He’s a rake of the highest order, and his list of paramours could probably circle London twice.”


“Now that last part does not surprise me,” Lucia said, angling her chin to observe the duke and the group of men he stood within. “He’s quite handsome.”


“I suppose so,” Gabby agreed reluctantly. It would be a lie to deny that the Duke of Whitfield was attractive. Even if one ignored his rich dark hair and striking arctic eyes, his broad shoulders always seemed to be in danger of splitting the seams of his dress coats. She’d often noted how he prowled through a crowded ballroom, a bud of resentment blooming across her skin as she took in his easy feline grace. Gabby hated that she noticed the handsome figure the duke cut, but she was never one to lose her head over a pretty face. She’d maneuvered through elevated social circles long enough to know that a comely appearance hid all manner of sins.


“So the Duke of Whitfield is a libertine who would take advantage of a young woman on her own,” Lucia said, clasping her hands together.


“No.” Gabby was surprised by her own sharp tone. Ignoring the other woman’s cocked head, she continued. “Whitfield would never prey upon a defenseless young woman.”


Lucia frowned. “I don’t understand. If he’s all the awful things you said, surely my reputation, if not more, would be endangered by him.”


Gabby pressed her tongue to the back of her teeth, wavering on whether to concede the point. But no, it wasn’t fair. “While he’s not someone I would engage with, it doesn’t mean that Whitfield is dangerous. I’m certain Gideon would not have entrusted us to Whitfield’s care if he wasn’t convinced of the duke’s honor.”


She knew that to the depths of her soul. Whitfield was a scoundrel, but he was an honorable one . . . of sorts. Yet despite knowing the duke would never harm her, Gabby would never trust the man. There was just something about him and his piercing blue eyes that sparked every one of her defenses.


Rather than explain this, Gabby spread her palms. “You must decide for yourself how you intend to interact with the Duke of Whitfield. If at all. I merely wanted to share what I knew of his reputation, but I don’t think those things make him a threat to your safety and well-being.”


Lucia flashed a bemused smile. “I don’t know, Señorita Luna, a handsome face paired with an arrogant confidence has always been a danger to young women.”


Gabby glanced in Whitfield’s direction, somehow unsurprised to meet his gaze. He held hers for only a heartbeat, then dipped his head politely and looked away.


“Not all young women,” she murmured, a smirk settling on her lips. “Oh, not all of us.”


In an instant, Gabby was back in the darkened hall of Montrose House as she made her way to the retiring room. When soft moans had met her ears, Gabby couldn’t stop herself from peering around the cracked doorway on her left, a gasp catching in her throat. She had met the Duke of Whitfield earlier in the night when he had ignored proper protocol and introduced himself to her directly. Gabby had been charmed by his confidence, and then struck by his droll wit, especially when he had made her laugh with his insightful commentary about those in attendance. The intense manner in which he watched her while she spoke, as if he were keen to hear every thought in her mind, had been incredibly flattering, and she had accepted his request to share a waltz despite her reservations that a handsome titled man could be anything but a rake.


So Gabby had paused when she spied him seated in an armchair, his head tilted back and showcasing the long line of his throat, his eyes clenched closed. One of his hands was tangled in the blond curls of a woman who kneeled in between his spread legs. Heat had coiled low in her belly to see the pleasure etched on his striking face, but before Gabby had an opportunity to ponder what exactly the woman was doing to elicit such a response from him, footsteps had echoed from down the hall. The duke’s gaze had suddenly collided with hers, and Gabby had slapped a hand to her mouth to stifle her surprise. Horrified and embarrassed, she’d grasped her skirts and dashed away. When Whitfield had approached later in the evening to claim her hand for their waltz, she’d arched a brow at him and turned away.


Her cut direct of the Duke of Whitfield had been a minor scandal and had colored her reputation for months afterward, but Gabby had not cared. The duke had revealed his true nature, and no amount of glib compliments, shrewd words, or clever blue eyes would ever convince Gabby that he was worth her time or attention.


Even if the memory of Whitfield’s pleasure in that dark room had been impossible to forget.


“Surely there’s more to him than just that,” Lucia offered now, yanking Gabby back to the present.


But a murmured “perhaps” was all Gabby was willing to concede.


. . .


“Your Grace, I hope your accommodations meet with your approval,” Captain Navarro said, stepping from an interior door and offering Sebastian a crisp bow. “You are in our largest guest chamber, and it was recently updated not a month past with the finest in furnishings.”


“I believe I will be quite comfortable for the voyage to Altamira,” he replied.


Sebastian tapped his cane as he glanced about the activity on the deck. Fellow passengers spoke in various groupings, with many lining the railing that overlooked the lower deck where the sailors congregated and the deep blue waters beyond. Like Sebastian, several sets strolled the deck in a circuit, greeting other first-class passengers along the way. Now that the captain had halted his promenade, Sebastian’s gaze immediately landed on Miss Luna—Gabriela—in her jade-green travel ensemble, the sea breeze tossing strands of her mahogany hair against her wind-chapped cheeks. She stood at the railing near the bow of the ship, chatting with a petite darkhaired woman he was not acquainted with. Fox had mentioned that a young woman would be traveling with Gabriela as a companion, so he assumed that was she. Sebastian was certain he would make her acquaintance at some point or another on the trip, and was certainly in no rush to engage with Gabriela so soon after departing.


He blinked when he realized the captain was speaking to him. Something about taking a tour of the bridge? “I thank you for the offer, sir, and it’s one I will gladly accept once I’ve become accustomed to the movements of the ship.”


Captain Navarro raised his brows. “Haven’t quite gained your sea legs, Your Grace?”


“Unfortunately, no.” Sebastian’s chuckle was dry. “I’m sure they will come to me in the next day or so. Or at least I hope.”


“Indeed.” The older man cocked his head. “I assume you have much experience traveling abroad.”


“Unfortunately, no.” Sebastian fought to keep the embarrassment from his cheeks. “As my father’s heir, the late duke forbade me to travel any farther than Paris, lest I come to harm. And since becoming Whitfield, I have been tending to the needs of the dukedom. This trip to Mexico is a first for me, and I find myself quite curious to explore the country. The wife of a close friend is from Mexico, and she speaks lovingly of her homeland.”


“Sí, Señorita Luna’s sister.” When Sebastian nodded, Captain Navarro smiled. “Señor Fox was quite adamant that I keep his young sister-in-law from harm.”


“He was quite adamant with me, as well.” Sebastian scoffed. “But I assure you that Miss Luna is quite capable of taking care of herself.”


He darted a look in her direction, startled to discover her gazing at him. Sebastian met her stare for only a moment before glancing away with a nod. Politeness was not hard, after all.


“I have found that you never know what kind of Mexican woman you’ll encounter. In Spain, where I am from, the women are demure and feminine. They’re pious and dutiful, and loving wives and mothers.” The older man’s tone turned contemplative as he studied Miss Luna and her companion. “But in Mexico, the women are . . . harder. Quick-tempered. I’m sure it’s from their mestizo blood.”


Sebastian didn’t bother to hide his frown. “Mestizo blood?”


Captain Navarro braced a hand on the railing, a relaxed posture that set Sebastian’s teeth on edge. Not that he expected proper decorum on the deck of a ship, but the older man’s ease hinted at a familiarity that had not been earned. “When you mix Spanish blood with . . . lesser varieties, well, you’re bound to produce inferiority.”


“Are you saying that Miss Luna is inferior?” Sebastian was surprised he was able to say the words around his gritted teeth.


The older man must have noted the anger in his tone, for he dropped his arm immediately, his eyes wide. “I would never dream of saying such a thing to her.”


“I should hope not, for her displeasure is a thing to fear.” The captain opened and closed his mouth, but before he could respond, Sebastian stepped close to his side. “Miss Luna is the epitome of not just beauty and grace, but intelligence and bravery. If I learn that she is treated with anything less than the utmost respect by you or any member of your crew, I will be incredibly vexed. Do you understand?”


Captain Navarro swallowed. “Of course, Your Grace.” Taking a step back, the man bowed stiffly. “Enjoy the rest of your day, sir,” he said, disappearing into an interior passageway.


Sebastian stared at the empty doorway for a long moment, replaying Navarro’s words in his mind. He was not naive to the fact that the Mexican people were maligned by many Europeans, most especially their former colonizers. But for anyone to assume Gabriela was somehow inferior was unfathomable to him. Sebastian knew she didn’t need him to defend her, and he wasn’t certain he even liked her, but good God, no one would ever insult Gabriela Luna within his hearing.


Tapping his cane on the wood beneath him to relieve the abundance of annoyance he now felt, Sebastian glanced up and down the deck. The promenade was dotted with passengers dressed in their most luxurious furs and wraps, as if they were preparing for an evening at Covent Garden. Sebastian swallowed a snort when an older couple dressed in tails and diamonds dipped their heads to him, like they were passing one another in the receiving line at a grand ball. The ship may be in fine, excellent shape, and Sebastian was all for greeting fellow passengers, but he was keen to leave behind the pomp and circumstance of the London social scene. The promise of weeks away from the critical stare of the ton that had been an oppressive presence in his life since the moment he came down from university made Sebastian want to laugh. Loudly and obnoxiously. David would be delighted by his uninhibitedness.


But Sebastian didn’t need to draw more attention to himself than his title already did.


So instead, Sebastian tugged on his waistcoat and meandered away. While he greeted fellow passengers with polite murmurings, Sebastian pondered how this would be his reality for the next eight or so weeks. If he were careful to avoid the mundane, this trip could be an adventure, and Sebastian welcomed it. After a lifetime spent in limbo, always waiting, first for his father to return and then for him to die, Sebastian was eager for something new.


With a sigh, Sebastian turned from the circuit he walked and directed his steps toward his cabin. Brodie would still be sorting through his trunks and arranging his wardrobe, but Sebastian had a task to see to. He’d promised his brothers that he would write to them every day he was away, so Sebastian may as well get started on his first letter. Sliding his gaze to the bow of the ship where Gabriela laughed with her companion, Sebastian snorted. If only he had pleasant company to keep.
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Threads of gold, pink, and violet were just weaving across the horizon when Gabby stepped out of the interior passage and onto the promenade deck. Wrapping a shawl tightly around her shoulders, she shivered in the early morning air, white halos of steam puffing from her lips.


It wasn’t like her to awaken before dawn, but she’d not yet adjusted to the pitch and roll of the ship, which had jerked her awake more times than she could count. Gabby had stared at the ceiling of her cabin for long minutes, listening to Lucia’s even breaths, feeling as if the room were shrinking in around her. She’d always despised confined spaces, and with her head pounding, she escaped for the welcoming expanse of the ship deck. Tipping her head back, Gabby sucked salty sea air into her lungs and then expelled it, and her discomfort, in a long whoosh.


And then she heard it. Coughing, followed by a gagging noise that made Gabby’s nose crinkle. Apparently someone was struggling with motion sickness, and she pivoted to see if she could offer assistance . . . only to draw up short. For, leaning against the railing, a sickly tinge to his pallor, was Whitfield. He dragged a handkerchief from his coat pocket and wiped it across his brow, his shoulders heaving with his labored breaths. Had Gabby ever seen him so discomposed? She couldn’t recall, and sympathy swelled in her chest . . . which she resented. The duke didn’t deserve her sympathy.


Still, Gabby wasn’t heartless, and with a sigh she quietly made her way to him. “You don’t strike me as a man to be felled by seasickness.”


Not exactly kind, but she reasoned it was the best she could do.


Whitfield’s frame instantly stiffened, before his shoulders drooped. Turning his chin, he glanced back at her and offered a brief smile. “Well, you are in good company, for I didn’t expect it, either.”


Gabby hummed in the back of her throat as she took a step closer. “I must say—”


“Must you?”


“—that I almost believed you incapable of human afflictions,” she continued, as if he hadn’t spoken. Gabby didn’t let any man speak over her. “You being a duke and all.”


He opened his mouth to respond, but the ship dipped sharply then, and Whitfield turned to grip the railing with both hands. His head dropped forward, and it took him a moment to say, “I don’t know what I did to offend Poseidon.”


A laugh bubbled up her throat, but she quickly swallowed it. Gabby wrapped her shawl tighter about herself even as she inched closer. “Isa had horrible seasickness on our voyage to England. I had never seen her so listless.”


“Listless. That’s an appropriate word to describe how I’m feeling.” Whitfield’s chest rose and fell with a sigh. “First your warm welcome, and now this stingy greeting from the sea. This trip across the Atlantic seems determined to humble me.”


Heat rushed up her cheeks. “Yes, well, that was not well done of me. I was surprised . . .” She dropped her head. “And I acted rudely. I apologize.”


She glanced up to find Whitfield looking at her, his brows now high on his forehead.


“Don’t look so shocked,” she snapped . . . and then bit her tongue. After a pause, Gabby licked her lips and tried again. “I know when I’m in the wrong.”


“So you know when you’re in the wrong, yet choose to not always confess it.” His eyes narrowed. “Is that it?”


Gabby considered this for a moment, and eventually nodded. “I have a healthy dose of self-awareness . . . although I’m often lacking in empathy. And patience.”


“Hmm,” the duke said, turning to stare back out on the ocean. “I wouldn’t say you’re uncaring.”


“You wouldn’t?” Gabby’s brow furrowed.


“I’m well aware you have no care for me, Miss Luna,” he said on a snort, “but I’m not ignorant of how you give it to others.”


“What do you mean?”


The corner of Whitfield’s mouth kicked up. “I know of the charitable ventures you engage in.”


“Oh,” she murmured, dropping her gaze to study the planks beneath her feet. Gabby should have known the duke was aware of the work she had done with her women’s group. Although they had fundraised to provide aid to widows and young mothers within Whitechapel and beyond, they had begun to organize an official effort to petition Parliament to take up the right of women to vote. Gabby had worked alongside several friends to gather signatures for the petition, and she felt terrible that she had left before all the signatures had been acquired.


Another thought that plagued her was how she would fill her time once she arrived in Mexico. Ideally, Gabby would like to aid the resistance in some way. Perhaps she could assist Isabel in her work for Señora Maza de Juárez or even act as a diplomat, earning the regard of imperialists, who would be keen to form alliances now that the French empire was crumbling. But such plans would matter only if her father didn’t immediately send her back to England for not asking to return—


“What charitable or political causes will you commit yourself to once you return to your life in Mexico?”


Gabby blinked. Of course Whitfield would ask her such a thing. But Gabby was done considering her future in Mexico when so much about it seemed uncertain. So Gabby rushed to divert the attention from herself.


“I didn’t know you were invested in the Camino Rojo mine,” she blurted out, containing a cringe over how forceful her voice sounded.


If Whitfield thought it strange, he didn’t show it. Instead, he raised a shoulder as he carefully folded his handkerchief and put it in the pocket of his coat. “My letter to you announcing the news must have been lost in the post.”


Gabby’s mouth wobbled as she bit back a laugh. “How terribly rude,” she finally managed.


The duke’s eyes darted to her for a moment, and he promptly looked away again.


Silence enveloped them but it was not uncomfortable. Gabby was usually on edge when she was around Whitfield, always ready to return his pointed jests with barbs of her own.


But there was no bite in Whitfield’s jests now, and Gabby didn’t have the energy to reignite their war of words. Not when the ocean breeze sifted through her hair and cooled the fire of her temper.


“Are you excited to be returning home?”


Gabby blinked as she glanced at him. “Excited is a strong word.”


The duke pivoted to perch on the railing, his arms crossing over his chest. Once again it appeared his coat seams were fighting a tense battle. “Relieved, maybe?”


She considered this for a moment. “Relieved, yes. Eager, definitely.”


“Eager to see your parents?” Whitfield asked.


“My mother,” Gabby said succinctly.


“Aah,” he said, and nothing more. But it contained a depth of understanding she had not expected.


Gabby rested her hip against the rail. “I assume Gideon has told you of my father.”


Whitfield nodded. “He has. So has Dawson.”


Now it was her turn to say Aah. Gabby had no desire to speak about her father or even to bring thoughts of him into this peaceful moment. He waited for her on the other side of the ocean, whether he knew it or not, and the thought of his reception made her stomach turn. Gabby was thankful that Whitfield did not push the topic. He could have used whatever he knew of Elías Luna and his relationship, or lack thereof, with his youngest daughter to humiliate her, but he didn’t. Perhaps it was an olive branch. Perhaps they could call a ceasefire to their contentious interactions while away from London. Perhaps Gabby could return his circumspection with discretion of her own.


Perhaps.


Neither of them said anything more, and the only sounds were the cresting waves and the gulls squawking overhead. Gabby found herself staring at the horizon as the sun prepared to peek over the ocean, a sense of purpose, of hope, swelling in her chest.


Movement in the waters below caught her eye, and she gasped.


“Look, Whitfield, do you see there?” Gabby exclaimed, gesturing to the figures streaking in the water next to the ship.


The duke took a step closer to her, his gaze following the direction she pointed. “Wh-what are they?”


“They’re dolphins!” Gabby laughed as she clapped her hands, looking up at him with a smile. “I was told they like to swim in ship wakes. They’re considered good luck, you know.”


A hint of a smile softened his face, even as he continued to stare down at her and not at the beasts that zipped along in the blue waters below. “I didn’t know.”


“Well, you do now.” Turning back to watch, Gabby laughed again when a dolphin leapt out of the water, its grayish body graceful and carefree. “Aren’t they wonderful?” she cried into the wind.


“Indeed,” he murmured before pivoting to face the ocean again. “I could use a little luck right now.”


So could she. Gabby closed her eyes, soaking in the moment and all the positive energy it presented. She never would have imagined the Duke of Whitfield would be by her side in such a moment of hopefulness. Gabby decided she could afford to share this moment with him . . . for a spell, at least.


Sebastian didn’t quite know how he had found himself the recipient of one of Gabriela Luna’s smiles, but he would not complain. It overtook her whole face and blazed in her greenishbrown eyes.


Not that she was miserly with her smiles, but the offerings she flashed at social events were different. They were polite, friendly, and usually without depth. Gabriela knew how to navigate a social situation with a kind word and an attentive gaze. She deployed her laughs and smiles with a military precision, a talent Sebastian recognized because didn’t he do the same?


But in this moment, with the salty breeze in her hair, and her gaze sparkling with unfettered delight, Sebastian was afraid to move or say anything to pop this idyllic bubble he had found himself in with her.


He’d barely slept an hour the night before, his stomach roiling with the waves, and Sebastian had been embarrassed by the number of times he’d emptied his stomach in the small bucket in his room. As soon as he heard the call of seagulls outside, he’d stumbled from his confining, foul-smelling cabin to the haven that was the ship deck. Aside from the sailor in the crow’s nest above, he’d been blissfully alone. Without worrying that he was behaving crudely, Sebastian clung to the rail that overlooked the waters and prayed for relief from the malaise that clawed and twisted his insides.


Instead of relief, Gabriela had appeared, her sleep-softened face an unjustly cruel punishment because he knew she would delight to find him in his current state. Yet Gabriela had surprised him. She’d been sympathetic to his plight, and even apologized for her curt greeting the day before. For a second, Sebastian wondered if he had hit his head at some point during the night, because he could not understand why she had stowed away her caustic remarks, especially when he was so vulnerable.


But then Sebastian wasn’t giving her the credit she deserved. While their interactions had always been marked by acrimony, Gabriela was well liked by his fellow peers. She was known for her friendliness and kindness just as much as she was known not to suffer fools. Sebastian had always regretted that their association had started so poorly, a fault he took responsibility for.


He’d initially been captivated by her beauty, by the teasing lilt in her voice, the taunting light that shone in her eyes. Yet instead of approaching her with respect and a sincere earnestness to meet her, Sebastian had been a rogue. In turn, she’d met his sarcasm with jaded jeers of her own, and Sebastian was thankful for the space her well-deserved dislike of him necessitated. Gabriela Luna was dangerous, and he’d endeavored never to get close enough to her to learn how much.


Yet she stood by his side now, laughing gaily at the dolphins that raced alongside the ship, and Sebastian swallowed. He could almost believe their conversation was one shared between friends, and that terrified him. Sebastian may have promised Fox he would ensure Gabriela remained safe, but he did not owe her friendship. Acrimony was safe territory, and while Sebastian was loath to upset the precarious affinity stretching like a web between them, Gabriela would be safer if he ushered their interactions back to familiar battlegrounds.


“If you’ll excuse me, Miss Luna.” Sebastian pulled his watch out of his pocket and consulted the time, more so for an excuse not to look at her. “As you can imagine, I slept poorly last night and I find myself exhausted.”


“Por supuesto.” She shuffled on her feet, and Sebastian risked a glance at her face. Her forehead was crinkled as she looked up at him. “I hope you adjust to the movements of the ship soon, Your Grace.”


“Thank you. I do, as well.” Running a hand through his hair, he laughed dryly. “With my luck, I won’t get used to it until the day before we reach port.”


“Nonsense,” Gabriela declared, luring his gaze back to her eyes. “I strongly believe our dolphin friends are a sign of good things to come.”


“For you, no doubt.”


Gabriela shook her head. “And for you, as well. You were here for their antics, after all.”


Sebastian pressed his lips together as he stared at her. She was including him in her good fortune? Christ, that would not do.


“I don’t know that I believe in luck, Miss Luna. Good or bad,” he heard himself say.


Her brows stitched together. “Why not?”


“Because to believe in luck is to relinquish a measure of control.” A deplorable request, as far as Sebastian was concerned. “If luck is responsible for the good and bad things that happen in our lives, does that mean we have no say in its direction?”


“A rather sobering thought, and one I had never considered before.” Gabriela angled her head, a silky curl falling against her cheek. “Can luck not just be a little of happy happenstance? The universe righting itself in some way?”


“But does it need to be righted? Maybe things happen the way they’re supposed to. Maybe good things happen to good people, and bad things come to those who deserve them.” Sebastian leaned close, doing his best to ignore her floral scent. “If bad luck comes to me, we both know I deserve it.”


Gabriela tilted her chin up in that pert, challenging manner he’d come to know her for. “I agree. Whatever comes your way was certainly earned.” She sank into a curtsy, her expression arch. “Rest well, Your Grace.”


Sebastian watched her walk away, stopping to greet a group of older women who had just stepped out onto the deck. She easily assimilated herself into the group, even though he was certain Gabriela had just met the women the day prior. Still, the smile she wore was devoid of its vivacity. Its brightness had been dulled. His words had done that to her, and he was sad for it.


Releasing a deep sigh, Sebastian returned to his room, intent on claiming that nap he had spoken of. When he opened the door, however, he found Brodie sorting through his cravats and ties, arranging them by type and color across his bed.


“Already started your day, I see,” the older man drawled, barely glancing up from his task.


“I had a terrible night,” Sebastian declared, pulling his coat from his shoulders and tossing it on a rack by the door. “The floor pitched and rolled, and I could barely withstand the nausea.”


“I could tell by that bucket in the corner.”


Sebastian winced when he realized said bucket had been cleaned and emptied while he was gone. “Thank you, Brodie.”


The valet nodded. “I asked the kitchen staff to prepare you a pot of mint tea. They assured me they would provide a few lemon wedges, as well. Hopefully that will help settle your stomach.”


“Good man,” Sebastian said, easing into the small armchair tucked under the one window in the room. He could barely fold his body into the seat, but Sebastian had practice maneuvering around furniture not fit for his large frame. His father had often lobbed cruel remarks about his height and the broadness of his shoulders and chest, bemoaning how unfashionable his only son was. But Sebastian had never desired to be a dandy like his father, who had run in Beau Brummel’s circles. He could do nothing about the natural way his body was built, and so he exercised regularly to make it strong and purchased larger furniture to accommodate it whenever he had the funds available to do so. Thanks to the success of the Camino Rojo mine, such items had become easier to acquire.


“I saw you on the deck earlier,” Brodie said, his voice deceptively innocent.


Sebastian was not fooled. “Hmm.”


“I’m sure it wasn’t your first choice to be discovered by a beautiful woman while you were shooting the cat.” Brodie glanced up, a devilish grin stretching his lips. “What a sight you must have made.”


Unwilling to encourage the valet’s teasing, Sebastian reached for a book on the cramped side table and flipped it open to the spot he left it at the night prior.


“Did she scold you?” Brodie pushed.


Sebastian scoffed. “Of course not.”


“I don’t know why you would say of course. It’s not like I know the lady.”


“Well, I do. And Miss Luna is not the type of person to scoff at another’s suffering.” Sebastian tried to focus his gaze on the words before him, but they swam out of order, leaving him feeling more vexed than he had been when he walked in the door.


Brodie propped a hand on his hip. “What did she do then?”


“You are the most annoyingly tenacious man I have ever met.” Sebastian threw his hands in the air. “Do you know that?”


“Of course.” Brodie scowled as if Sebastian had declared the sky was blue. “That’s why you keep me around. You like it when people stand up to you. They so rarely do.”


Whatever response had been perched on his tongue was quickly swallowed in the face of Brodie’s words. Sebastian strategically surrounded himself with people who stood up to him. Who didn’t hold his title in such a high regard that they believed telling lies to his face was kinder than sharing the truth.


“That’s why you like her.”


Sebastian jerked his chin back. “I beg your pardon.”


“Miss Luna.” Brodie spread his palms, an exasperated note to his voice. “You’ve always had a soft spot for her because she doesn’t put up with your shit.”


Cotton seemed to fill his ears, and Sebastian stared back at his valet—his brazen, ludicrous valet. “I don’t have a soft spot for Miss Luna. Or any woman.”


“Well, now that’s bullshit.” Brodie snorted, picking up a stack of handkerchiefs and walking to the wardrobe. After wrestling them into their designated space, the valet pivoted to look at Sebastian. “How long have I worked for you?”


“Ten very long years,” Sebastian drawled, rubbing his brow. The beginnings of a megrim were already creeping along his scalp.


“And in those ten years, there is only one lass you’ve mentioned with regularity.” Brodie arched a brow in that annoying manner of his.


“Because she is a terror. Anytime I encounter her in public, we’re guaranteed to engage in a sparring match, and frankly it’s exhausting.” Sebastian sighed. “She’s exhausting.”


Except she hadn’t been that morning. She had been effervescent. While he had been feeling like the sludge stuck at the bottom of a Thames ferryboat, Gabriela had been pleasant and kind . . . and dangerous. Sebastian was used to her hostility. Her carefully veiled insults. The way her lip curled whenever she was forced to speak with him. Anything less than the full weight of her disgust felt foreign. Fake.


“Well, if I may speak plainly, Your Grace, you can be exhausting, too.”


Sliding his gaze to Brodie, Sebastian slowly arched a brow. “I doubt you’ve ever not spoken plainly to me.”


The older man nodded. “Well, there are very few people who can put up with you, Your Grace.”


Tipping his head back, Sebastian groaned. “You make me sound like an unfortunate, incurable malady.”


“No need for the dramatics,” Brodie said, laughing. “But you respect people who stand up to you. And so you respect Miss Luna.”


“Uhh,” Sebastian paused, his jaw working as he tried to decipher what the valet was on about. “I do respect Miss Luna, but I don’t understand why that matters.”


Brodie threw his hands up into the air. “Because I’ve never known you to respect a woman before.”


“That’s nonsense.” Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “I respect Mrs. Fox.”


“She’s married to your friend,” Brodie pointed out.


“Yes, well.” Sebastian ran his palms over his thighs as his mind churned. “I respect Mrs. Evers.”


“I should hope you’d respect old Mrs. Evers. She damn near raised you, or so she likes to claim.” Brodie crossed his arms over his chest. “The old biddy would whack the back of your head if you were to ever talk back to her.”


Mrs. Evers was the longtime housekeeper at Whitfield Manor, and had been a fixture in his life from the time he was a small boy. Sebastian had offered her a pension to retire more than a half dozen times, but Mrs. Evers always said she’d leave her post when a new Duchess of Whitfield arrived at the manor. He thought it an amusing declaration at one time, but now it filled him with guilt.


Until recently, Sebastian had been unable to afford to take a wife, thanks to his vile father. And even if he could, he could not think of a single woman he’d be willing to shackle himself to for the rest of his life. A night spent together in shared pleasure was one thing; a life lived together for eternity was quite another.


Brodie’s voice interrupted his memories. “Have you thought of anyone else who’d be willing to put up with you?”


Sebastian arched a severe brow. “I’m a duke. I’m sure there are multiple ladies who would be willing to put up with me, as you say, for a duchess coronet.”


“Ain’t that the truth.” Brodie sorted through various soaps, salves, and colognes. “But how many of them are you willing to put up with?”


Zero. Sebastian leaned forward to prop his elbows on his knees. “Why are we even talking about this, Brodie?”


“I have no notion, sir.” The valet shrugged. “I just assumed you wanted to talk about how every lass in the United Kingdom, and probably soon Mexico, will want to marry you because you’re a duke. And an impeccably dressed one at that.”


“You’re cracked,” Sebastian declared.


“I may be, but I also make sure you look the part of a dapper duke, so . . .” Brodie spread his palms, his teeth flashing with an impish grin.


Sebastian rolled his eyes and pointed at the door. “Get out.”


“I’m working here,” Brodie complained, gesturing to the jars and bottles arranged before him.


“The only work you’re doing is testing my patience.” Sebastian toed off his loafers and sank onto the bed, ignoring the valet’s disgruntled sounds when the glass containers clinked together. “Go have breakfast and come back later.”
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