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            Chapter 1

            London, July 1819

         

         He had danced with her on a dare.

         Childish, certainly. Boorish, most definitely. But it was easier to critique such behaviors when one was no longer in the throes of obnoxious youth, surrounded by arrogant acquaintances who snickered and leered and sought entertainment at the expense of others. And to this day, August Faulkner, the twelfth Duke of Holloway, had never forgotten it.

         He hadn’t been duke of anything then. Though his bravado and self-importance had seemed to make up for that shortcoming. At the time he’d thought Clara Hayward, the eldest daughter of the charismatic and wildly popular Baron Strathmore, would simply be a means to an end.

         She had been pretty—flawless fair skin framed by lustrous mahogany tresses shot through with rich ruby highlights. Dark eyes ringed by darker lashes, set into a face that smiled often. An elegant figure displayed by tasteful gowns and a graceful poise that was remarked upon often. All that combined with the staggering wealth of her family meant there should have been earls and dukes and princes falling all over themselves begging for her attention.

         Instead her dance card remained empty despite a flurry of proper introductions. And those earls and dukes and princes kept a wary distance—held at bay by the single flaw that illustrious lords could simply not tolerate in a potential wife: an education and an intelligence greater than their own.

         August hadn’t understood that then. Instead he had foolishly put Clara Hayward in a box labeled Wallflower, confident in his superiority. And with the snickers and guffaws of his companions echoing in his ears, he had sauntered up to where she stood at the edge of the dance floor that night and offered her the privilege of his presence.

         Miss Hayward had gazed upon him with what looked like bemused tolerance when he had bowed dramatically over her hand. Her dark eyes had flickered over his shoulder to where his cronies watched, waiting for her to stammer or stumble. Instead her full lips had curled only a little further, and her eyes had returned to his, a single brow cocked in clear, knowing amusement, and he knew then that she had heard every crass, careless word. And it had been August who had stammered and stumbled as she took his arm.

         He had led her out on the dance floor, appalled at the way his heart was hammering in his chest. She had placed one steady hand in his, another on the sleeve of his coat, and met his eyes directly as the first strains of music floated through the ballroom. August had tried then to recoup the advantage he seemed to have lost and used every ounce of his considerable prowess on the dance floor, leading her in a sweeping, reckless waltz that should have wilted a wallflower into a blushing mess.

         But Clara Hayward had only matched him step for step, never once looking away. And by the time the waltz had concluded, the conversation in the room had faltered, every damn guest was staring at them, and August was experiencing a horrifying shortness of breath that had nothing to do with his exertions.

         “Good heavens,” she had murmured, not sounding nearly as breathless as he. “I was told that you were daring, Mr. Faulkner. And you do not disappoint. You are exactly as advertised.”

         “And you, Miss Hayward, are not.” He’d blurted it before he could stop himself, unsure if her words were a compliment or a criticism. And unsure what to do with either.

         She’d grinned then—an honest-to-goodness grin that suggested they were collaborators, complicit in something deliciously wicked. “Good” was all she had said, and his world had tilted. He had found himself grinning foolishly back, disoriented as all hell.

         August had left Miss Hayward in the care of her brother after that, and Harland Hayward had gazed upon him with the reproach and pity that August both deserved and hated. He’d not danced with her again, a fact that evoked a peculiar regret if he thought about it for too long. In fact, he had never spoken to Miss Hayward since that night, their paths having seemingly diverged in two completely opposite directions.

         He to a duchy he’d never expected to inherit. She to a life of refined academia she’d undoubtedly planned as the headmistress of the most elite finishing school in Britain.

         That was, until August had bought that school yesterday. A property he’d had his solicitors anonymously offer to purchase at least thrice in the past decade.

         He glanced down at the papers his solicitors had left on his desk. “Miss Clara Hayward” was written in neat letters on the previous deed of ownership, and the sight of her name still jolted him even now. Which was absurd, because it mattered not which Hayward actually owned the damn school, only that they were finally willing to sell. But seeing her name had triggered a flood of memories and somehow undermined the fierce satisfaction that he should have felt at the prospect of the Haverhall School for Young Ladies becoming part of his vast holdings.

         August had made the unforgivable mistake of assuming that the current baron owned Haverhall, along with the shipping empire that had given rise to the Haywards’ extensive fortune. But now August was left contemplating why, in a world where women very rarely owned a freehold property that hadn’t been conveyed to trustees, Clara Hayward would let it slip away from her.

         To anyone else, the why probably wouldn’t matter. Not when one had gotten what one wanted. There was a whole slew of advice that involved gift horses and mouths that most individuals would heed. But August was not most individuals. He despised questions that did not have answers. He abhorred not knowing what motivated people to act as they did. His sister, Anne, often told him that it was an unhealthy compulsion, his need to pry into the dark corners of other people’s lives for profit. But he hadn’t become as wealthy as he had by simply accepting what was on the surface. There was something more to this that he wasn’t seeing. Information was power, and he could never have enough.

         August frowned and reached for his knife, trimming the end of a quill absently. It was ironic, really, that he knew so little about a woman he’d been unable to forget, even after all these years. He knew Miss Clara Hayward had a reputation for graciousness, propriety, and common sense—by all reports she was a damn paragon of politesse. The ton, while unsure what to make of her as a debutante, seemed to have embraced the idea that the woman guiding their young charges was one of their social class—what else could be expected of an otherwise lovely girl with an upbringing and excessive education that had severely limited her prospects?

         A headmistress of quality, combined with the limited admission and exorbitant fees of the school itself, had made Haverhall as popular with the most elite of London society as with those young ladies on the fringes of the upper crust who possessed dowries large enough to buy all of Westminster. Even peers with staunch traditionalist views, who closeted their daughters or sisters with governesses, had weakened at the opportunity for their female relations to take painting instruction from Thomas Lawrence or to be coached in the cotillion or quadrille by Thomas Wilson. One did not have to enroll in the entire curriculum to participate in individual classes. An unorthodox system to be sure, but one that had proved shockingly successful. August had to admit he admired Miss Hayward’s business model. It was the sort of thing he looked for in the many acquisitions he made.

         It was almost unfortunate that none of that would be enough to save the school. Which also evoked a peculiar feeling of regret if he thought about it for too long. And that was utterly unacceptable because inane emotion had no place in lucrative business, no matter how unforgettable Clara Hayward might be.

         A hesitant knock on the door of his study interrupted his musings. “Yes?”

         The heavy door swung open, and August was not a little startled to see his sister standing in the frame. He could probably count on one hand the number of times she had ever sought him out like this, and her presence sent a rush of pleasure through him. “Anne.” He set the quill and knife aside and pushed himself to his feet. “Come in.”

         She was dressed in a simple, soft blue day dress, which matched her eyes almost perfectly. Her hair, the same shade as his, was pulled back neatly to frame her round face. She advanced into the room, clutching what looked like a small ledger against her chest.

         “To what do I owe the good fortune of your company?” August asked with genuine happiness.

         “I came to thank you,” she said politely.

         “Ah, was your new gown delivered?” He had seen the fabric on display in a draper’s window on Bond Street, and the brilliant cerulean color had stopped him in his tracks. He had known instantly that Anne would look stunning in the shimmering silk. He’d taken it at once to the modiste who crafted all Anne’s clothing, and the woman had turned the silk into an exquisite ball gown worthy of royalty. It was to have been delivered this morning. “Do you like it?”

         She hesitated. “Yes, thank you. The gown is lovely.” She adjusted her grip on her sketchbook.

         “Is something wrong with it?” He frowned at her hesitation.

         “It’s just…Honestly, it’s too much. August, I already have more gowns than I can possibly wear.”

         “You can never have enough. You deserve it. You saw the necklace that goes with it?” He had found the exotic, smoke-colored pearls the day after he had found the fabric.

         “Yes, the pearls were lovely too. I don’t think a princess could find fault. Thank you, August.”

         August smiled. They were indeed fit for a princess. Or his sister. “Wear them as often as you like. Or put them in your trousseau. Though when you’re wed, I’ll make sure your husband buys you more.”

         Anne bit her lip and looked away. August stifled a sigh. He shouldn’t have brought that up. The topic of marriage always seemed to be a prickly one with Anne, but it was his duty as her brother and as her guardian to make sure she found a man worthy of her. “You’re almost nineteen. You’ll be married in a couple of years. I know I’ve said it before, and you probably don’t want to hear it again, but you need to consider your future.”

         “The future that you’re planning.” It came out dully.

         August shook his head. He had seen firsthand exactly what happened when a good woman married a wastrel. He would not allow his sister to make their mother’s mistakes. “The future that I care about,” he corrected her. “The gentlemen I suggested to you are good men, Anne. Kind, loyal, wise, and decent men. Any one of them would make an excellent husband.”

         Anne’s lips thinned even more. “They’re old.”

         “Hardly. But they are titled and have the respect of the ton.”

         “And do I get a say in whom you marry?” Anne snapped.

         “I am well aware of my own responsibilities to the duchy, Anne. Responsibilities that I will meet at the appropriate time. You do not need to remind me.” He could see the stubborn tilt of her chin and tried to rein in his frustration. “It’s my job to take care of you.”

         His sister looked away, her knuckles going white where they gripped her book. “I am quite capable of taking care of myself. I did it for years, if you recall.”

         Old guilt needled, and August shoved it aside. He did not have the power to remedy the past, but he certainly had the power to dictate the future. “I know. But you don’t have to anymore. I’m here now.”

         Anne’s eyes snapped back to him, sparking with irritation. Her cheeks reddened, and she opened her mouth to say something before seeming to reconsider. “I don’t wish to fight with you, August.”

         “Nor do I wish to fight with you. But you have to trust that I know what’s best for you.”

         “What’s best for me?” she repeated softly, shaking her head. “Or best for you?”

         “Anne—”

         “I came to see you because I had some ideas for the Trenton,” she said abruptly, opening the book she carried to where a strip of satin ribbon had been laid to mark the page.

         August blinked at the sudden change of topic. “The Trenton?”

         “Yes. The hotel you own on Bond Street?”

         “I am familiar with it,” August replied succinctly, trying to keep from frowning. What did Anne care about the hotel? “What sort of ideas?”

         Anne looked down at the pages of her book. “Well, for one, our fresh fish supplier has increased his prices by almost fifty percent over the last ten months. Unless he is gifting us with the golden nets he must be using, I think we should look for a different vendor.” She flipped a page. “Also,” she continued, “there is a small laundry a street over from the hotel that has come for sale. It’s already proven itself extremely profitable. I think we should buy it, not only for its existing business, but we could add complimentary laundry to Trenton’s guest services. Most of our hotel’s patrons are officers and military sorts, and we are in direct competition with Stephen’s Hotel. I think this might give us an edge—”

         “Anne,” August interrupted her, “where is all this coming from?”

         She looked up at him earnestly. “Mr. Down had the books out yesterday, and I just took a small peek. I think that—”

         “You don’t have to concern yourself with these things, Anne,” he said firmly. “I will take care of those sorts of details, or I will instruct my very capable man of business to do so.” And he would instruct Duncan Down to keep the books away from Anne in the future. She didn’t need to worry about money. She would never, ever need to worry about money again. August had made sure of that.

         “But I just—”

         “I want you to enjoy whatever it is that you wish to amuse yourself with. Music, reading, riding. Anything you like.”

         “But—”

         “I won’t argue about this with you, Anne.” His eyes fell on the book she still held and the loose piece of foolscap tucked into it. “Is that a sketch?”

         Anne’s expression had become tight. “It’s nothing.”

         “May I see it?” August ignored the harshness of her words.

         Anne’s fingers tightened on the edges of the pages, and her forehead creased before she loosened her grasp and handed him the book. “If you must.”

         August took the book from her hands and studied the drawing, realizing it wasn’t really a drawing at all but a mock-up of a tavern sign. He recognized the name and the graceful swan that dominated the center instantly, because he owned that tavern too. If a sign were to be crafted the way this one was drawn, he had to admit that it would be a vast improvement over the one that currently hung above the tavern’s entrance.

         It had been a while since he had looked at Anne’s work, and the precision and detail of the drawing jumped off the page at him. Each line was deliberate and sure, perfectly executed perspective giving it a three-dimensional appearance that almost made him believe he could touch the object. He frowned slightly.

         “You don’t like it?” Anne asked in a stilted voice.

         August cursed his lack of attention to his expression and schooled his features back into neutrality. “On the contrary. The drawing and design are extraordinarily accomplished. You have a very keen eye.”

         Anne’s lips pulled into a smile, and a faint blush touched her cheeks. “Thank you.”

         August glanced up at her. That thank-you had been far more heartfelt than the one she had offered him for a silk gown and a string of pearls. He looked down at the pages again. “Yet why are you drawing tavern signs?”

         “Because the one that exists right now is appalling. The swan looks like a bat that’s had its neck stretched. It gives an otherwise tidy establishment a shabby appearance, and it should be replaced.” The smile wavered, and a faintly defiant note had crept into her answer.

         August looked down at the book again. On the page that had been hidden by the loose sketch was what resembled a blueprint. A careful schematic drawing of rooms in what looked like the layout of an inn. “What’s this?” he asked, tilting the book so she could see.

         Her defiant look stayed firmly in place. “A drawing of what the main floor of the Trenton would look like if I had any say.”

         August stared at her, flummoxed. “What’s wrong with it the way it is?”

         “What isn’t wrong with it? The dining room is completely undersized and stuck at the back of the building like an afterthought. The kitchens might as well be on the other side of the world—your serving staff spend hours in a day walking unnecessary miles back and forth. And the lobby is about as welcoming as the Tower of London. It’s cold and stark. A hotel should be warm and welcoming.” She paused. “Should I go on?”

         “No. And a hotel should be clean and serviceable,” August told her. “Unnecessary frills cost money.” He stopped and shook his head. This was ridiculous. He wasn’t about to debate the merits of running a hotel with his sister. He held up the two drawings. “You’re so talented, Anne. Why don’t you consider applying your talents to portraits? Landscapes? Anything that you might share with other young ladies of the ton? You might be surprised at the friendships that are realized through a common interest.” August knew Anne had had lessons in watercolors and was more than competent, yet these pages were devoid of anything save stark lines of ink and graphite, almost mathematical in their precision.

         “I’ve considered it.”

         “And?”

         “They hold little interest to me.” She reached out and snatched her book back. “Landscapes or the young ladies of the ton who go along with them.”

         August suppressed a groan. “Anne, I—”

         “Your Grace?” A brisk knock on his door accompanied the question, and a man with a mop of slightly windblown hair stuck his head into the study. “Oh, my apologies, Your Grace, Lady Anne. I didn’t realize you were both in here. I’ll come back—”

         “No need, Mr. Down,” Anne replied. “I was just on my way out.” She glanced back at August, folding her precious book under her arm. “Thank you again for…everything.”

         “You’re welcome,” August replied, once again at a loss. He put the drawing of the tavern sign on his desk with a sigh.

         “Goodbye, August,” she said with finality, hesitating just before the door. “And good day to you, Mr. Down,” she murmured, and then she was gone.

         Duncan Down eyed her retreating form before turning back to August with a respectful, if sympathetic, look. “Shall I come back at a better time, Your Grace?”

         “No,” he said tersely as he went to the sideboard to pour himself a very stiff drink. “Brandy, Mr. Down?” He glanced behind him as he poured.

         “Appreciate it.” His man of business paused at the desk and glanced in dismay at the untidy pile of shavings from the shaft of the newly sharpened quill. “I can purchase you a new set of quills, you know,” he remarked. “There is no need to use each until it is a barely recognizable stub. I just finished with your monthly ledgers, and I can assure you that there is more than enough capital to purchase an entire flock of birds, as well as the continent on which they might be found. Just yesterday I saw a lovely set made from swan—”

         “Nothing wrong with that quill. Still works just fine. And no point wasting money on swan feathers when ordinary goose writes just as well.”

         “Yet you buy South Pacific pearls when you could have purchased—”

         “Those were a gift for Lady Anne.” August cut him off with a black look. “And nothing is too good for my sister.”

         “Of course, Your Grace.”

         “Though I will trouble you in the future to keep Lady Anne away from my monthly ledgers.”

         “Your Grace?”

         “She mentioned she took a peek at the books when you had them out yesterday. She was worried about the price of fish being sold to the Trenton, of all things.” August scowled. “My sister should not have to worry about the price of anything ever again, Mr. Down. Do you understand?”

         Duncan was silent for a second too long before he said, “Of course, Your Grace.”

         “Is she right?” August asked, almost as an afterthought. “About the increase?”

         “She is. I was going to bring it to your attention today.”

         “Then I trust you will deal with our greedy fishmonger. Get rid of him.”

         “Would you like me to inquire as to whether he would reconsider his prices? He has, after all, been providing us with a good product for almost three years—”

         “Then he’s had three years to learn that I do not suffer fools. Find someone else.”

         Duncan inclined his head. “Consider it done, Your Grace.”

         “Good.” August returned his attention to the glass in front of him before turning and handing it to Duncan.

         “The contract to purchase the warehouses on the north side of the London docks will be ready for your signature this afternoon,” Duncan said as he took a small sip of his brandy. “The East India Company has already expressed an interest in leasing the warehouse space, as well as their frustration that they were unable to purchase it first. I would reckon the value in those warehouses has just increased tenfold, should you consider selling in the future. As always, a sound and very profitable investment, Your Grace.”

         August waved his hand impatiently. “I don’t wish to talk about fish vendors or warehouses at the moment, Mr. Down.” He stalked over to the door and shoved it closed with his foot before returning to his desk and retrieving the deed to Haverhall. He trusted Duncan with his life but his servants about as far as he could throw them. The ease with which he had obtained information over the years from servants everywhere, either by shrewd conversation or simple coin, had taught him that lesson.

         August placed the deed in the center of his desk. He jabbed his finger into the middle of it. “I want you to tell me what you were able to discover about this.”

         For all of Duncan’s talents in law and accounting, his true gift lay in his ability to uncover information from places one did not even know existed. Places a duke could not venture without people taking note. He was a man whose boyish face was rarely noticed and easily forgotten, and it hid a razor-sharp mind. His gentle nature, accompanied by the canny application of charm and coin, made him seem always a friend and never a threat. And no matter what August had asked of him, he had never disappointed.

         His man of business took his time settling himself into one of the wide upholstered chairs that sat near the corner of the desk and gave August a long look. “I must ask, Your Grace, was this a test for me?” he asked.

         “I beg your pardon?”

         “In the course of my inquiries, I was advised that you are already acquainted with Miss Hayward.”

         August felt a muscle working along the edge of his jaw as he wondered exactly what his man of business had been told. “We crossed paths years and years ago. I haven’t seen her since, so I hardly think that qualifies as ‘acquainted.’”

         “So your previous…encounter was not why you agreed so easily to the absolute secrecy of the sale?”

         August set his glass down on the corner of his desk with an irritated thump. “I would have danced an Irish jig naked on the back of an ass if it had been a condition that would see Haverhall finally become mine.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “And I would have insisted on confidentiality even if the Haywards hadn’t.” Almost all of August’s holdings were already acquired anonymously through subsidiary companies that he had crafted, not easily traced back to the duchy. That make it easier for the competent individuals he hired to manage his investments on his behalf, and he did not like to advertise the extent of his empire.

         August snatched his glass up again. “So no, my previous encounter did not influence my decision to accept her terms. Nor has it provided me the reason why Clara Hayward suddenly and inexplicably decided to sell what seems to amount to her purpose in life. That was your job.”

         “Ah. Well, I had to ask.” Duncan suddenly grinned at him. “You were right, of course.”

         “About what?”

         “When you said that there must be something more to the sale of the school.”

         August leaned forward impatiently. “Of course I was right.”

         Duncan took another slow sip of his brandy. “Were you aware that the current Baron Strathmore is a trained physician still practicing?”

         “I was, yes.” Another eccentricity of the Hayward clan that seemed to have been forgiven thanks to barrels of Strathmore money, though he wasn’t sure what this had to do with Haverhall.

         “Did you know that he served during the Waterloo campaign?”

         “Hmm. That I did not know.”

         “Departed immediately after he was widowed, though the accepted story seems to be that he spent his period of mourning simply traveling.”

         “His wife was a shrew. Given what happened at the end of their marriage, I can understand why he might jump at the chance to shoot things. Therapeutic, I might suggest.”

         Duncan examined the edge of his glass. “He didn’t shoot things. He served as a battlefield surgeon.”

         August felt another tug of impatience and took a healthy swallow of brandy to hide it. “Very honorable, I’m sure. But get to the point, Mr. Down. What does any of this have to do with Haverhall or the Strathmore shipping empire or—”

         “There is no empire.”

         August’s glass froze halfway to his mouth. Carefully he set it aside. “I beg your pardon?”

         “There is no empire, though the baron is doing an extraordinarily admirable job of hiding that fact. What remains, as far as I can determine, is the crumbling framework of what used to be a ridiculously profitable import and export company. It could be revived, of course, though I’m not sure the good doctor is the man for the job.” Duncan left that last bit dangling.

         August tipped his head, an old familiar feeling of heady anticipation starting to tingle through his veins. “Do tell.”

         “Old Strathmore made the bulk of his fortune on the trade of common goods. He exported furniture, cutlery, glassware, and toys, all purchased directly from the craftsmen. His ships returned with sugar, tobacco, cotton, copper, iron ore, and the occasional shipment of indigo. Nothing glamorous, but all bulk items in high demand. And he increased his profits by distributing and selling them himself.”

         “What changed?”

         “Aside from Lord and Lady Strathmore’s indecently extravagant lifestyle?” Duncan drained the last of his brandy. “It would seem extravagance became contagious. The late baron decided there could be more profit in bringing in luxury items from the East Indies. Gold, diamonds, spices, silk.”

         “He wasn’t wrong,” August mused, bracing his hands on his desk.

         “He wasn’t lucky either. Or perhaps he trusted the wrong people. Either way, he leveraged his company to purchase bigger ships to make the journey east instead of west. He committed huge sums of money to secure cargoes, hired more crews with heavier armaments—”

         “He overextended himself.”

         “He borrowed heavily to cover losses. It cost a bit of coin, but I was able to obtain records that document the loss of one of his Indiamen to a storm, three others to pirates. Or maybe mutinies. Hard to say for sure when the crews disappear with the cargo. But all of those ships were laden to the gunwales with a king’s ransom in goods already purchased.”

         “What’s left?” This was the important part.

         Duncan snorted. “A great deal of debt.”

         “Ships?”

         “Five vessels of varying sorts, including two clippers. The current baron has sold three Indiamen and two large brigs last year. Of his remaining ships, two are active. Two more have been refitted and are now waiting for crews, and the last needs expensive repairs.”

         “The two ships that are active—where are they?”

         “Back to their former routes and former cargoes. Virginia, mostly. It would seem that Strathmore’s dependable network of trade partners in the West survived intact.”

         August straightened with keen interest. Owning a vast fleet himself, he knew just how valuable those trade networks and partners were. “And his distribution arrangements here?”

         Duncan made a face and shrugged. “I wasn’t able to confirm that. But he’s been selling cargo to someone. He, along with his siblings, seems determined to save a sinking company.”

         “Commendable, I suppose, but with two ships?” August drummed his fingers on his thigh. “He’ll be dead of old age before he makes any headway.”

         “It’s a tricky knot, that of requiring money to make more money.”

         Which was why Clara Hayward had sold Haverhall. The answer was obvious now. Selling any more of their remaining fleet would cripple any chance their family might have at expansion or recovery of the shipping company. “They’re trying to get the remaining ships crewed and repaired in a timely manner before they rot at their moorings,” August murmured. “I would have done the same.”

         “The baron does strike me as a resourceful man.”

         August felt his brows lift. “You spoke to him?”

         “Of course I did.” Duncan covered his chest dramatically with his fingers. “For the terrible heart palpitations I’ve been having.”

         “Palpitations.” August shook his head. “The only thing that makes your heart palpitate is money, Mr. Down. And lots of it.”

         “There is something about a pot, a kettle, and the color black I feel I should mention at this juncture, Your Grace.”

         “How much trouble are the Haywards still in?” August asked, ignoring the jab. The heady anticipation he had felt before was still buzzing through him.

         “There is no agricultural or industrial revenue to subsidize their income—Haverhall is the only land that existed in conjunction with the Strathmore title. But the profits from the school alone weren’t enough to cover the loan from Strathmore’s banker that is coming due in six weeks. Capital plus interest.”

         August didn’t even want to know how Duncan had discovered that, but he didn’t doubt him for a second. “Strathmore is relying on the ships that are currently in the Americas to return in time with their cargo to counter his debt.”

         “Yes.”

         August turned away and paced the room, stopping by one of the towering bookcases. He ran his fingers thoughtfully down the ancient leather spines. From experience August knew that ships were notoriously unreliable when it came to punctuality.

         “I want that company,” he said to no one in particular. Strathmore’s ships would be a welcome addition to his fleet, but it was the baron’s trading network that held the real value. A network that could be expanded and exploited to his advantage.

         And to have a chance at that, before the baron was forced to put the company up for sale on the open market and ignite a bidding war, August knew that he would need to insert himself into Strathmore’s world. Convince him that he was a friend, a confidant, and the answer to all his troubles. Discover exactly what he truly desired and then show him the path to achieving it. Sometimes it took minutes. Other times much longer. But August was a very patient man. And everyone had their price. Everyone had their breaking point.

         “Is Lord Strathmore still in London?” August asked.

         Duncan smirked, making it obvious to August that he knew exactly what he was thinking. “He is.” His man of business made a show of glancing at the mantel clock. “What’s more, he can usually be found at the British Museum late on Wednesday afternoons. I am told that he escorts his sisters there regularly.” He paused, a sandy brow raised. “Thinking of reacquainting yourself with the baron, Your Grace?”

         An unseemly excitement shot through August, different from mere anticipation, though he did a decent job at convincing himself that it was the prospect of adding to his holdings that was responsible for it, not the possibility of seeing Clara Hayward again. “I need to get to Strathmore before he’s forced to sell. If he puts that company up for sale on the open market, there will be at least a dozen men clamoring to buy him out. And competition like that will drive the price up well beyond what I’d like.”

         Duncan sniffed. “I’m surprised there haven’t been at least a dozen men clamoring to entice Miss Hayward to the altar before all of this. Surely someone else might have discovered that she owned Haverhall. Surely you’re not the only one who’s recognized the profit that could be realized by developing that land.” He put his empty glass aside and took his spectacles out of his pocket, polishing them on his sleeve. “Men have married for far less, and English law falls squarely in their favor.”

         August bristled at that and then wondered why he should, especially since Duncan wasn’t wrong. “Maybe Miss Hayward has been wise enough to see through those who would court her only for her pecuniary assets. Maybe she has no interest in marriage at all.” It came out far more vehemently than he would have liked.

         “Then those are things you and Miss Hayward have in common, Your Grace,” Duncan suggested with a suspicious amount of nonchalance. “Perhaps it will give you something to discuss if you find yourself reacquainted in your pursuit of the good doctor.”

         August’s heart suddenly tripped erratically, making him feel as if he were twenty-one again and standing smitten on a ballroom dance floor. He frowned, and the feeling passed.

         “Have development plans for Haverhall drawn up, Mr. Down,” August said, deliberately changing the subject. “Discreetly, of course. Look outside London for services. Wilds and Busby in Brighton, perhaps—we’ve used them before and they’ve proven themselves trustworthy. If and when my ownership of Haverhall is revealed to the Haywards, or anyone else for that matter, it will be on my terms and not through the gossip mill.”

         “Understood, Your Grace.” Duncan looked up at August, sliding his spectacles back over the bridge of his nose and making it difficult to see his eyes behind the reflection of the lenses. “The museum is open for another hour yet. Shall I ask to have your carriage brought round?”

         “Yes,” August said, reaching for his coat. “Please do.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Clara Hayward considered the scene before her.

         Each line of the sculpture was saturated in unleashed violence. It captured the desperate movement, the raw fury, and the heated anger to exquisite perfection. The centaur’s hand was wrapped around the Lapith’s throat, intent clear in his carved expression, while the Lapith wrenched a leg up to stave off the assault. Muscles strained as both beings remained locked in an eternal battle, each creature fighting for its life.

         Not unlike what Clara was feeling just now.

         Well, perhaps that was a little melodramatic. No one was going to die, but life as she knew it was on the brink of changing forever, leaving her feeling empty and a little nauseous at the same time. The papers that she had signed marked the beginning of the end of her tenure at Haverhall, and no matter how hard she tried, Clara was having a difficult time coming to terms with the knowledge that she had sold the legacy that had been left to her.

         It had been mercifully quick, the sale, and for that she supposed she should be grateful. It could have dragged on painfully, with her having to endure a host of critical assessments from potential buyers. Quite the opposite, in fact. A faceless company that had previously expressed interest in the property had been contacted—and had immediately and unconditionally agreed to the price and the terms of the sale. Within a day it had been done.

         Clara knew that she should be more interested in who had bought it—the faces behind the faceless company—but she couldn’t bring herself to pursue it. Because it didn’t matter, really, who had bought it. It changed nothing, and dwelling on something that was done and couldn’t be undone would bring her only sorrow and despair.

         She needed to look forward, not back.

         Harland had told her that it would all be temporary. Once they managed to right their finances and the shipping company became profitable again, they could look for a new venue for a school. It was a short-term sacrifice, he had said, and Clara knew that, in theory, he was right. But she also knew that so much could go wrong.

         One needed to look no further than the debt her parents had left behind when they had died two years ago. It had come as a shock to Clara and her siblings, catching them all oblivious. There had been a certain amount of humiliation in that, given each one’s supposed intelligence. But Clara had been absorbed with her school, Harland with his medical practice, Rose with her art studio, and none of them had been aware of the bleak and disastrous reality that their parents had managed to hide.

         And now they were scrambling to recover. Each doing whatever they could, in their own way. She could only hope that it would be enough.

         Clara closed her eyes against the heaviness that had settled in her chest and the tightness that had gathered at her throat, grateful that the museum was almost empty at this late hour and no one was witness to her selfish melancholy. She had to believe things would work out. More important, she still had her summer students, those young women who were far more than just—

         “Do you suppose it really was the wine, Miss Hayward?” came a low voice behind her. “Or do you think the centaurs and the Lapiths were just looking for an excuse to start a war?”

         Clara felt the breath leave her lungs, and her heart seemed to miss a beat before resuming at twice its proper pace. She knew that voice. Even after all this time, she had never forgotten it.

         Just as she had never forgotten the way August Faulkner had made her feel the night he had asked her to dance. He might have done so on a dare, and she might have accepted out of sheer spite and an unwillingness to let his arrogance get the better of her. And it might have been more of a contest than a dance, neither one willing to yield an inch, but at the end of it all, she had found a reckless joy in it. And when he had returned her smile, there was a brief moment when she had believed he had actually seen her and not the label society had applied. And liked what he saw.

         But he’d not seen or spoken to her since, and aside, perhaps, from his sister’s recent application to Haverhall, Clara was quite certain he hadn’t spared her a thought since that night either.

         Clara, of course, hadn’t been so lucky. His unexpected title had made sure of that. The moment the Holloway dukedom had come to rest on his shoulders, August Faulkner had been relentlessly pursued across the pages of the gossip rags and newssheets by tales of his wealth, conjecture about his paramours, and speculation about every aspect of his life that the ton decided was relevant. His companionship was sought by popular peers and prospective duchesses alike, all of them hoping for just a taste of the affluence and power he had come to represent.

         And now he was here, seeming inexplicably to be seeking her company.

         Slowly Clara opened her eyes, the Lapith still struggling desperately in her vision. “I would suggest that excessive drinking tends to bring one’s true intentions and feelings to the forefront,” she said, relieved that she remembered his question and that her voice was steady. “One might suggest that the fight was inevitable.”

         “Indeed. I believe I would agree with you.” Holloway took a step forward as he came to stand beside her, though Clara kept her eyes firmly on the sculpture. “Who do you think won this particular skirmish?” he asked.

         She could feel his presence beside her as acutely as if he had just taken her in his arms again. Her skin prickled with goose bumps, and butterflies assailed her insides. She caught a trace of his scent as he moved, the richness of his shaving soap laced with a hint of leather making her feel as if she were back in that heated ballroom and not in a dusty museum.

         Clara cleared her throat, trying to focus on the question at hand and not the man who had asked it. “I don’t know. One would assume the centaur has the advantage. Speed, size, strength. But his wits are compromised, and he has given in to base and reckless urges. And history teaches us sheer strength is rarely enough to defeat a cunning, civilized enemy.”

         “So the Lapith, then. Or at least the superior version of the Lapith that the Athenians believed themselves to be.”

         For a moment Clara wondered if she might be dreaming all of this. This…surreal conversation with a man she hadn’t spoken to in almost a decade, a man she was now, improbably, discussing Greek mythology with. She finally turned to stare at him, half expecting Holloway to shimmer like a mirage and then vanish in a puff of smoke.

         He didn’t.

         But perhaps it would have been better if he had. At twenty-one he’d been handsome. But the man he’d become since then was no less than devastating. His edges had become sharper, his bearing sleeker, his presence exuding a restless, potent energy that seemed to fill whatever spaces in the room his body did not.

         He still had thick, dark hair, the color of coffee. It was cut fashionably short, and the slight curl in it reminded her of the styles that seemed so popular for the sculpted Greek art that surrounded them. In fact, there was a lot of him that reminded her of the exquisite marble statue of David she had once viewed outside the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence. Thick, arched brows framed eyes that were set above broad, defined cheekbones and a square jaw. Strong shoulders and a physique that belied power. A height that set him above others.

         She forced herself to keep her expression pleasant. The practiced politesse that she relied upon to charm formidable peers was threatening to desert her. Along with most of her wits. Never in her life had she felt so woefully ill prepared.

         Though never in her life had she been so thoroughly ambushed.

         “You’re well versed in mythology, Your Grace,” Clara said, averting her eyes and falling back on transparent flattery because she had no idea what else to say.

         “I know enough,” the duke replied. “Though I suspect that you know more.”

         Clara snapped her gaze back to Holloway, wondering if he was mocking her, but he was standing square, his eyes focused on the sculpture and his hands clasped behind him.

         “I owe you an apology, Miss Hayward. One that comes years too late, but one that I hope you’ll accept.”

         If Holloway had suddenly turned into a unicorn, Clara wouldn’t have been more shocked. She managed to close her mouth, realizing belatedly that it had fallen open. “Whatever for?”

         “I need to apologize for my actions the night that we danced,” he said gravely. “My initial intentions were deplorable, and we both know it. I am no longer that person, trying to prove myself to individuals whose opinions should never have mattered, and it is imperative that you know that. Had my sister been propositioned in such an infantile manner, I would have shot the blackguard.”

         Clara blinked at him, trying to assimilate his words, cursing her usually capable mind for abandoning her under the force of his brilliant blue gaze. “Are you dying, Your Grace?”

         It was his turn to look shocked. “I beg your pardon?”

         She cursed herself again. That hadn’t been done well. “I’ve heard of individuals who feel the need to make amends to those they believed that they’ve wronged before—”

         “I’m not dying,” Holloway said, looking nonplussed.

         “I’m relieved to hear that,” Clara replied, trying to salvage this implausible conversation that hovered on the edge of grim and fully in the realm of awkward. “And I am further relieved that my own brother restrained himself from shooting anyone on my behalf that night. If I recall, you looked very dashing that evening, and a bullet hole would have ruined the whole effect. It certainly would have ruined your coat.” There, that sounded light. Almost teasing. Something to smooth the conversation.

         “My coat.” It was flat, without a hint of humor.

         “It was a jest, Your Grace.” In truth, he no longer seemed as if he laughed often. He no longer seemed like the impulsive man who had once held her in his arms. This August Faulkner was harder. More intense. A leashed, controlled version of the daring upstart who had made her smile.

         Perhaps that was what a duchy did to a man.

         “Of course.” Holloway’s face was expressionless now. “Regardless, you have my word that it will not happen again.”

         “I accept your apology, though it is not required,” Clara said into the silence, feeling a sudden sense of loss with the realization that the daredevil who had lingered in her mind and her memories was gone, replaced by a man who would rather blindside her with an austere apology than ask her to waltz again. Although that did make it easier to breathe. And a little easier to think.

         “Thank you.” He looked away from her, back at the metopes.

         “I don’t regret it. Dancing with you, that is. You should know that I’m of the mind that regrets are things best reserved for circumstances beyond our control. Otherwise they become mere excuses.” She gazed at him and the unyielding lines of his profile. “You should also know that, in the unlikely event that you ever ask me to dance again on a dare, I will take you up on the offer.” Those words were out before she could reconsider.

         The duke turned to look at her, and she felt the intensity of his piecing gaze crackle all the way through her, making her heart race and her insides twist. The butterflies that she had felt earlier became raptors trying to beat their way out of her chest.

         His eyes were narrowed, his lashes shadowing the blue of them. Lashes that were wasted on a man, Clara thought disjointedly. Thick and black and framing eyes the color of twilight. But he was saved from being pretty by the severe, strong lines of his face and the hint of stubble along his jaw. The entire effect was as intoxicating as it was compelling, and it made her want to run her fingers—

         Dear God, she needed to pull herself together. Yes, he was a man in possession of sinfully superb looks. And yes, she was a woman in possession of a pulse. But this was ridiculous.

         “I’ll keep that in mind, Miss Hayward.”

         Clara forced herself to remain utterly impassive, nodding as if she had just made a blithe comment on the weather and not one that was the height of idiocy.

         “Are you here with your brother, Miss Hayward?” Holloway asked, glancing about the room, which was empty save for the sightless figures staring out from their posts and pedestals. “Or are you alone?”

         It was as if a bucket of cold water had been dumped over her head, and Clara felt instantly wary. What sort of question was that? Was Holloway actually questioning the respectability of her presence here? Was he really questioning her propriety and decorum?

         And suddenly, with an awful bolt of clarity, she understood. The duke’s presence here had nothing to do with her and everything to do with his sister. As of tomorrow, Anne Faulkner would be part of what would be Haverhall’s last summer term, and Clara was quite sure that this had spurred his sudden visit and apology. His ambush was nothing but a test. One did not, after all, entrust one’s sister to the tutelage of a woman who might just be holding a grudge coupled with Boudiccan tendencies.

         Her dawning comprehension left her feeling both mortified and deflated. For a moment she had actually deluded herself into believing that the duke had sought her out after all this time for something far different. “My brother is not here, though my sister is just around the corner where I left her, sketching some of the Townley sculptures. We were escorted here by a friend. Even if I were not an ancient spinster, I can assure you that this is all very proper,” she felt compelled to add, knowing that it almost sounded resentful.

         He frowned. “I wasn’t implying otherwise. And you’re not ancient.”

         Clara almost snorted. “That’s kind of you to say.”

         His frown deepened. “If you’re ancient, what does that make me?”

         “Desirable, if it were a woman asking. Distinguished if it were a man.”

         “That’s not…” The duke trailed off, unclasping his hands.

         “That’s not your fault.” Clara completed his sentence for him, her irritation rising, but giving him a practiced, polite smile to conceal it. “That is just how it is.”

         He moved then, without warning, coming to stand directly in front of her, close enough that she was now enveloped in his heat and the spicy tang of his shaving soap. In the next breath, he had caught her hand, and Clara knew what he intended long before his lips brushed the backs of her knuckles.

         The gesture instantly sent electricity arcing through her veins. It was no wonder women reportedly fought over the privilege of his company, Clara thought. His current gaze and the expression that accompanied it would probably be enough to convince any woman that he had spent eons worshipping her from afar and even more time contemplating how he might worship her up close.

         But it wasn’t real. It wasn’t anything like the look August Faulkner had given her ten years ago. The breathless smile he had bestowed on her then had been genuine, and had dominated her daydreams for a decade. This contrived facsimile, which he no doubt believed partnered well with his apology, was a poor substitute. Gently Clara tried to extract her hand, but he only tightened his fingers.

         “May I call on you tomorrow, Miss Hayward?” Holloway asked without warning.

         Clara felt her jaw slacken again, and it took every ounce of what was left of her composure not to openly gawk at him. “I beg your pardon?” What was he trying to prove now? Because he would know that she was leaving London the next day, along with his sister and the rest of Haverhall’s summer students.

         “With Lord Strathmore’s permission, of course,” he added, her hand still in his.

         It was clear he had forgotten. Or perhaps he had confused the dates. Lady Anne had handled the application and arrangements herself, something that Clara never discouraged in any of her students, but perhaps communication between brother and sister had broken down somewhere along the way. He was, after all, a duke with an entire duchy to run, a daunting task at the best of times.

         She hesitated, debating the prudence of reminding a man who seemed to revel in control that he had allowed something to slip from that sphere.

         “I’m afraid that is not possible,” Clara finally said, willing her face to remain serene. It was likely that he would remember soon enough. “I am leaving London tomorrow morning for the duration of the summer,” she tried. “My brother has already gone.”

         “Ah. May I be so bold as to ask where you are spending the summer?”

         “Dover?” It came out like a question she was hoping he would recognize the answer to.

         “Ah.” A crease had appeared in his forehead. “That sounds…lovely.”

         “Indeed.” She kept her smile pasted on her face as she struggled to find words. Any words. Perhaps she should—

         “Miss Hayward.” A voice behind her ricocheted around the room, bouncing off the marbles with an unpleasant echo.

         Clara snatched her hand from Holloway’s and spun. “Mr. Stilton.” She could feel heat rise in her cheeks as if she were twenty years old again and had just been caught in dishabille with the duke. She smothered that mortifying, juvenile reaction and smoothed her hands over her skirts.

         “Your Grace, may I present Mr. Mathias Stilton,” she said, her manners thankfully reasserting themselves. “Mr. Stilton, His Grace, the Duke of Holloway.” She exhaled, then frowned when neither man made any attempt to continue with the expected pleasantries. In fact, Stilton’s expression, usually so genial, was positively frigid. Hostile, almost.

         Clara glanced at Holloway. The duke’s face gave away none of his thoughts, though he was studying the man intently. Clara frowned, her eyes sliding back to Stilton. She and Rose had, in fact, met Mathias Stilton here in the British Museum on one of their regular excursions not long after their parents’ death. They had fallen into easy conversation and had discovered that the wealthy widower shared their interest in history and art.

         He was handsome, Clara supposed, with fashionably cut blond hair just starting to silver at his temples, clear gray eyes, a pleasing, broad face, and a slender physique that looked quite elegant in his peacock-blue coat. Clara had once thought that he might have an interest in her sister beyond casual discussions on form and perspective, but both parties had remained romantically indifferent. That hadn’t, however, prevented Mr. Stilton from collecting both Clara and Rose to view the exhibits at the museum when their brother was unable to escort them here himself.

         Though this particular visit had now become an exhibit itself of antagonistic undercurrents. With no explanations forthcoming.

         “Your Grace.” Stilton finally uttered something that sounded like a greeting.

         “Mr. Stilton,” Holloway replied neutrally.

         “You are already acquainted?” Clara forced herself to say into the strained silence.

         Stilton made a low, derisive noise while Holloway only inclined his head slightly.

         “We’ve met,” the duke said.

         Clara waited for Stilton to pick up the thread and elaborate, but he remained uncharacteristically mute, and she wondered at his overt discourtesy.

         “Well, then,” Clara managed with forced cheer, “I think I will collect my sister before the museum closes.”

         “Excellent,” Stilton murmured. “I’ve already asked for my carriage to be brought around so you don’t have to wait.”

         “How thoughtful.” Clara arranged a pleasant smile on her face and turned to Holloway.

         The duke’s eyes flickered back to her, and Clara was once again pinned under a sea of intense blue. “I didn’t realize Mr. Stilton had escorted you here today.” He held her gaze for a beat too long before it went back to Stilton as if he were reevaluating the man’s motivations.

         A strange sort of thrill twisted uninvited through Clara’s body. It was almost as if the duke were…not jealous, exactly, because absolutely no logic that existed would support that reaction. Territorial, perhaps, was the better word. As if Holloway had some sort of stake in how and with whom she might spend her time.

         Not that it was any of his damn business. Not ten years ago and certainly not now.

         A faint glimmer of her earlier irritation returned, and Clara grasped it with zeal. Annoyance, when it came to the Duke of Holloway, was much safer than any other feeling the man seemed to elicit from her. “It was a pleasure to see you again, Your Grace,” she said with every ounce of distant decorum she could muster. “Please give my regards to Lady Anne.” She saw his brows draw together fractionally before they relaxed.

         “Of course,” he replied. “Enjoy the rest of your day, Miss Hayward.” He inclined his head again. “Good afternoon, Mr. Stilton.” He said it with no inflection, but out of the corner of her eye, she saw Stilton stiffen all over again.

         The duke departed as silently as he had come, and Clara forced herself not to let her eyes linger on his broad back as he exited. She glanced at Stilton, seeing that her escort had no such compunctions. He was watching the duke retreat with an unpleasant curl to his lip.

         “Mr. Stilton?” Clara prompted. “Is anything amiss?”

         Mathias Stilton’s eyes snapped back to hers, and she saw his expression clear. “I beg your pardon, Miss Hayward. I’m sorry if any of that offended you.”

         She almost rolled her eyes. “I can assure you, I am not offended. Just…” She cast about for a word that might encourage an explanation. “Concerned,” she settled on.

         Stilton waved his hand. “Business between men,” he said with a beatific smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Nothing that you need to worry your pretty little head about. And nothing that will spoil the rest of the afternoon.”

         Clara gritted her teeth at the banal condescension that had crept into his voice, though she knew very well that most gentlemen would have said the same thing.

         The Duke of Holloway wouldn’t have.

         Clara resolutely ignored that voice, knowing she knew no such thing. A single discussion about centaurs and Lapiths after ten years of silence did not a friendship or a familiarity make.

         Stilton held out his arm. “Let’s find your sister, shall we?”

         “Indeed,” Clara murmured, glancing back at the door through which Holloway had vanished.

         And reassuring herself that it would probably be another ten years before she’d have to see the Duke of Holloway again.
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