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Juliana Gray began writing as a child to relieve the tedium of being sentenced to her room, and later turned to romance to relieve the tedium of unsatisfactory suitors. Sadly, despite five years’ residence in the most exclusive areas of London, she never met a single duke, though she once shared a taxi with a future baron.


Juliana’s debut romance trilogy, including A Lady Never Lies, A Gentleman Never Tells, and A Duke Never Yields, was largely written when she should have been sleeping. She enjoys dark chocolate, champagne, and dinner parties, and despises all forms of exercise except one.




Praise for Juliana Gray:


‘Charming, passionate, and thrilling . . . sets a new mark for historical romance’ Elizabeth Hoyt, New York Times bestselling author


‘A dazzling debut . . . the best new book of the year!’ Lauren Willig, bestselling author


‘A delightful confection of prose and desire that leaps off the page’ Julia London, New York Times bestselling author


‘Deliciously witty, and devastatingly romantic’ Meredith Duran, New York Times bestselling author


‘Fresh, clever, and supremely witty. A true delight’ Suzanne Enoch, New York Times bestselling author


‘Gray’s talent for storytelling and characterization will make her a fan favorite’ Romantic Times




Impatient with the strictures of polite British society, Miss Abigail Harewood has decided to live life on her own terms – and the first thing she requires is a lover. When the commanding Duke of Wallingford arrives on the doorstep of her leased holiday castle, she thinks she’s found the perfect candidate: handsome, dashing, and experienced in the art of love.


But tempting Wallingford into her bed proves more difficult than she imagined. Restless and dissatisfied with his debauched life in London, the formerly rakish duke is determined to spend a year chaste. But as Abigail tries her best to seduce him, Wallingford finds his resolve crumbling in the face of her irresistible charm . . . and her alluring secrets.




As always, to the faithful ladies of the Romance Book Club, and especially to our dear and witty Abigail, who gets the duke.
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London
February 1890


The Duke of Wallingford, as a rule, did not enjoy the sound of the human voice upon waking. Not that of his valet, nor his mistress—he never, ever spent the night with a woman—and certainly not the one that assailed his ears just now.


“Well, well,” said the Duke of Olympia, to the prostrate form of his eldest grandson. “For an instrument that has cut such a wide swathe of consternation, it appears remarkably harmless at present.”


Wallingford did not trouble to open his eyes. For one thing, he had a crashing headache, and the morning light already pierced his brain with sufficient strength, without his giving up the additional protection of his eyelids.


For another thing, he’d be damned if he gave the old man the satisfaction.


“Who the devil let you in?” Wallingford demanded instead.


“Your valet was kind enough to perform the office.”


“I shall sack him at once.”


Olympia’s footsteps clattered in reply along the wooden floor to the opposite end of the room, where he flung back the curtains on the last remaining window. “There we are! A lovely day. Do examine the brilliant white of the winter sun this morning, Wallingford. Too extraordinary to be missed.”


Wallingford dropped an arm over his face. “Rot in hell, Grandfather.”


A sigh. “My dear boy, may I trouble you to consider a dressing robe? I am not accustomed to addressing the unadorned male member at such an early hour of the day. Or any hour of the day, as a matter of habit.”


Arthur Penhallow, Duke of Wallingford, twenty-nine years old and assuredly not a boy, flung his unoccupied arm in the direction of his dressing-room door. “If the sight offends, Grandfather, I recommend you to the wardrobe. The dressing gowns, I believe, are hanging along the right-hand side. I prefer the India cashmere, in wintertime.”


“I must decline your gracious invitation,” said Olympia, “and ring for your valet instead. Have you never considered a nightshirt?”


“When I am sixty-five, and without hope of tender feminine attention upon my withered person, I shall remember the hint.” This was not quite fair. Wallingford knew for a fact that his grandfather’s person, withered or not, currently enjoyed the tender feminine attention of Lady Henrietta Pembroke herself, who did not choose her lovers for mere whimsy.


On the other hand, the opportunity was too tempting to pass up.


“And yet, Wallingford, your own person exhibits no evidence of feminine attention of any kind.” A delicate pause. “Quite the contrary, in fact.”


“Bugger off.”


“What a crude generation my children have spawned. Ah! Shelmerstone. You perceive His Grace stands in need of a dressing gown. In a manner of speaking, I hasten to add.”


Wallingford heard the door close behind his valet, heard the soft tread of the man’s feet across the thick Oriental rug toward the dressing room. “Shelmerstone,” he said, “once you have dressed and shaved me, you may collect your things and vacate your position. I am not to be disturbed before nine in the morning, and certainly not by so intolerable a character as His Grace, my grandfather.”


“Yes, sir,” said Shelmerstone, who was accustomed to being sacked several times a day, as a matter of course. “I have taken the liberty of putting out the gray superfine, sir, and your best beaver hat.”


“Why the devil? I ain’t contemplating church this morning.”


“I chose it, sir, as being more suitable for calling upon a lady, on a matter of such unprecedented delicacy.”


This caused Wallingford to sit up at last. “What lady?” he demanded, shading his eyes against the merciless abundance of light. Was it his imagination, or did everything smell of stale champagne this morning? “What . . . delicacy?” He said the word with a shudder of distaste.


“Madame de la Fontaine, of course.” Shelmerstone emerged from the wardrobe’s depths with a dressing gown of fawn brown cashmere and an air of irresistible moral authority, laced with cedar.


“See here.” Wallingford rose from his bed by the sheer force of habit and allowed Shelmerstone to fit his arms into the robe.


Olympia, impeccable as ever in sleek morning tweeds and riding boots, squared his arms behind his back and cast his grandson his most withering sigh. Wallingford had loathed that sigh in childhood; like an ill wind, it blew no good. “My dear boy, there’s no use pretending ignorance. The entire town knows of last night’s charming little farce. I don’t suppose you’d consider belting that robe? At my age, one’s digestion is so easily upset.”


Wallingford lashed his robe into modesty with vigorous jerks of his arms. “There was no farce, Grandfather. The Duke of Wallingford does not condescend to farces.”


“Shelmerstone,” said the Duke of Olympia, his bright blue eyes not leaving Wallingford’s face for an instant, “may I beg your indulgence for a moment of private conversation with my grandson?”


“Of course, Your Grace.” Shelmerstone set down the shaving soap and departed the room without a sound.


Wallingford attempted a smile. “I’m to be scolded, am I?”


His grandfather walked to the window, fingered aside the curtain, and gazed out into the forest of white pediments that was Belgrave Square. The light fell across his features, softening the lines, until he might have been taken for a man twenty years younger were it not for the shining silver of his hair. “I don’t object to your taking the woman to bed,” he said, in the preternaturally calm voice he reserved for his most predatory moments. “French husbands are tolerant of such things, and as a diplomat, Monsieur de la Fontaine must be aware of the advantages of the liaison. It is why such a man marries an alluring woman.”


Wallingford shrugged. “He has been all that is accommodating.”


“Yes, of course. And in return, one expects that you would demonstrate a certain degree of respect. A modicum”—here Olympia’s voice began to intensify, signaling the approach of the attack—“a modicum of good breeding, which would prevent your indulging that wayward prick of yours with another diversion, whilst you remained the acknowledged lover of Cecile de la Fontaine.” He turned to Wallingford, eyes ablaze. “Under her own roof, of course, and at her own party. How else to humiliate her so thoroughly?”


“I never made Cecile any promises.” Wallingford’s insides were turning rapidly to stone, defending him against onslaught. Of course he had been wrong; he’d known it even as he was committing the very act—up against the wall of the de la Fontaines’ elegant conservatory, quite efficient, quite pleasant, if rather oppressively drenched with the scent of Cecile’s prize orchids—and to quit the lady in question (what the devil was her name, anyway?) with so little ceremony had represented the height of stupidity. Every lady, even one willing to take an uprighter with her hostess’s own lover against her hostess’s own conservatory wall, required a little ceremony.


But who would have expected her to confront him so publicly, and so half-nakedly, and with such quantities of fine French champagne flung at his head? His hair was still sticky with it.


“No, of course you did not. I’d have expected nothing else,” said Olympia, in a voice laden with scorn. “But there’s a promise implicit in taking such a woman as Madame de la Fontaine to bed, a respectable woman, a woman of position. Indeed, a woman of any sort, though I should hardly expect you to possess the chivalry to go so far as that.”


No one wielded scorn so brutally as the Duke of Olympia. Wallingford felt it pound against the hard stone of his innards in a familiar rhythm, searching for weakness. He added a few buttresses for support against the assault and hardened them into granite. When he had finished, and felt sufficiently confident of the results, he idled his way to the carved wooden bedpost and leaned against it, arms crossed. “A bit of the pot calling the kettle black, isn’t it, Grandfather?”


“I don’t deny I’ve taken many women to bed,” said Olympia, “and, on the whole, a far more interesting lot than you have troubled yourself to assemble, but I have always had the decency to finish with one lover before taking another.”


“Except your wife.”


The words snapped and spun in the pale morning light. Wallingford regretted them instantly.


Against Olympia’s hand, where it fisted atop his waistcoat, a gold watch chain caught the sun with a sudden glitter. “In the future,” he said evenly, “you will avoid any mention of Her Grace in vulgar context. Do you understand me?”


“Of course.”


“I have often wondered,” Olympia went on, relaxing his fist, “whether a wife might not have civilized you, or at least contrived to soften your worst instincts.”


“I am perfectly civilized. I am a perfectly good duke. My estates are in excellent order, my tenants prosperous . . .” Like a schoolboy, Wallingford thought angrily, desperate for some crumb of approval.


“Yes, for which I give you full credit,” Olympia said. “Your father, that scapegrace, was not capable of so much. I often wonder at my daughter’s lack of sense in marrying him. A duke, to be sure, and a handsome one, but . . .” He shrugged his shoulders expressively.


“I beg you to remember that the scapegrace in question was my father.”


Olympia lifted the watch and flipped open the case. “You have an abundance of natural qualities, Wallingford. It grieves me to see so much promise go to waste.”


“I beg your pardon,” drawled Wallingford. “Am I keeping you from an appointment? Do not stand on ceremony, I implore you.”


“I will come to the point. I understand Mr. Burke has laid a certain proposal before you.”


Wallingford rolled his eyes and left his post at the bed to sprawl in an armchair. “What, his mad scheme to retire to Italy for a year of monastic reflection?”


“You cannot imagine yourself capable of such restraint?”


Wallingford leaned his head against the forest green damask and laughed. “Oh, come, Grandfather. Why should I? What use would it be? I have never understood this religion of self-sacrifice among the Burkes of the world.”


“Have you not? Have you never contemplated the peculiar difficulties of his life?”


“His life as your bastard son, do you mean?” Wallingford said.


Again, the silence echoed about the room; again, Wallingford wished his words back. Phineas Burke was an excellent fellow, after all: a bit tall and ginger haired and taciturn for some, but a genuine scientific genius, an inventor of the highest order, building electric batteries and horseless carriages and whatnot the way other men tinkered with watches. A colossus, really. Moreover, he had none of the usual tempers and thin-skinned resentments, the vain strivings and artificial manners so common in well-bred bastards. Burke simply went about his business and did not give a damn, and as a result he was received everywhere. In his heart, Wallingford counted Burke as his closest friend, though of course one could never publicly admit such a thing of one’s natural uncle.


Really, Burke was so steadfast and clever, so stalwart in any crisis, Wallingford could almost forgive him for being the apple of Olympia’s eye.


“You see,” Olympia said softly, “I know how it is. You’ve always been a duke, or else in daily expectation of a dukedom. You have been blessed with a handsome face and a sturdy figure. You take these things for granted. You think that you have earned all this around you”—his arm, at a wave, took in the splendid furnishings, the army of servants moving soundlessly behind the walls, the rarefied pavement of Belgrave Square outside the windows—“instead of having it dropped in your lap like an overripe peach. You think you deserve to enjoy sexual congress with some mere acquaintance, against the wall of your own mistress’s conservatory, simply because you can. Simply because you are His Grace, the Duke of Wallingford.”


“I recognize my good fortune. I see no reason not to enjoy its fruits.”


“Its fruits? This woman, this lady of good family, with a mind and soul of her own—she is reduced to a mere vegetable, in your calculus?”


Wallingford turned his attention to the sleek cashmere sleeve of his dressing gown, searching for a piece of lint at which he might brush, laconically, to show his disinterest. But Shelmerstone was far too efficient a valet to allow any flaws to disturb the impeccable line of the ducal sleeve, and Wallingford was reduced to brushing phantom lint into the dustless air. “I seem to recall,” he said, “that the lady in question was enjoying herself.”


“Really?” Olympia’s voice was cold. “I rather doubt you would have noticed either way. In any case, I’ve decided that all this nonsense has gone far enough. You are nine-and-twenty, and a duke. With regret, I must demand you not to accept this proposal of Burke’s, however edifying, and turn your attention instead to marriage.”


Wallingford looked up, certain he’d misheard the old man. “Marriage?” he asked, as he might say the word castration. “Did you say marriage?”


“I did.”


“Are you mad?”


Olympia spread his hands. “Surely you recognize the necessity.”


“Not at all. We still have Penhallow, who would make an extraordinarily decorative duke, should I have the misfortune to choke on a chicken bone at dinner this evening.”


“Your brother has no interest in your title.”


Like a pitcher turned upside down, Wallingford found his patience had run abruptly out. He rose from the chair in a bolt of movement. “Have we come to the point at last? Is this why you came to see me this morning? I am to be a stud? My ability to breed another duke constitutes the sum total of my usefulness to you, does it?”


“My dear boy,” Olympia said, “has the entire conduct of your adult life ever suggested your usefulness for anything else?”


Wallingford turned to the tray of coffee and poured himself a cup. No cream, no sugar. He wanted the drink as black as his mood. Marriage, indeed. “I have many talents, Grandfather, if you ever bothered to count them.”


Olympia waved that away. “Don’t be a child, Wallingford. In any case, you need not concern yourself with the tiresome matter of choosing a wife. I’ve done all the work for you. I have, in my deep and abiding regard for you, found you the perfect bride already.”


Wallingford, in the very act of lifting the cup to his lips, let it slip instead with a thump to the rug below. Such was his astonishment, he did not bother to retrieve it. “You have found me a bride?” he repeated, in shocked tones, clutching the saucer as if it were a life buoy.


“I have. Charming girl. You’ll adore her, I assure you.”


“I beg your pardon. Have I gone to sleep and woken up two hundred years ago?”


Olympia patted his coat pocket and withdrew a slim leather diary. “No,” he said, examining a few pages. “No, it remains February of 1890. Thank goodness, as I’ve an immense number of appointments to make today, and I should hate to have to wait so long to complete them. If this is all agreeable to you, Wallingford, I shall invite the girl and her family around at the end of March, when they return to town. A private dinner would be best, I think. Allow the two of you to get to know each other.” He turned a few more pages in his diary. “A wedding around midsummer would be ideal, don’t you think? Roses in bloom and all that?”


“Are you mad?”


“Sound as a nut. I must be off, however. I’ll send in Shelmerstone on my way out. No doubt he stands ready at the keyhole. And Wallingford?”


“Yes?” He was too stunned to say anything else.


“Do contrive not to embroil yourself in any further scandal before then, eh? The Queen don’t like it, not a bit. Oh yes! And orchids.”


“Orchids?”


“Orchids to Madame de la Fontaine. It seems they’re her favored blooms.”


Olympia left in a flash of tweed coat and silver hair, and Wallingford stared at the door as if it were the gate to hell itself.


What the devil had come over the old man? He’d never so much as mentioned the word marriage before, and all at once it was brides this and weddings that and bloody roses, if you will! He looked down at his hand, holding the blue and white porcelain saucer, and saw it was shaking.


The door slid open in a faint rush of well-oiled hinges. “Your shave is ready, sir,” said Shelmerstone, and then the slightest intake of breath at the sight of the pool of coffee settling into the priceless rug, surrounded by long, ambitious streaks of brown and, at their tips, the final tiny droplets, still winking atop the rug’s tight woolen weave. Without a pause, he snatched the linen napkin from the coffee tray and fell to his knees, blotting, going so far as to murmur a reproachful Sir! in the depths of his distress.


Wallingford set down the saucer. “I beg your pardon, Shelmerstone. His Grace has delivered me the devil of a shock.”


“What was that, sir?” Shelmerstone asked, covering a sob.


“Marriage,” Wallingford said. He added, for clarification, “Mine.”


A dreadful pause. “Sir.”


“Yes. Most distressing. He’s picked out the bride, the date, the damned flowers. I daresay he’s chosen her a dress already, and embroidered the pearls himself, God rot him.”


Shelmerstone cleared his throat. His face was white, either from the coffee or the bride or some combination of the two. A funereal gravity darkened his voice. “Her name, sir?”


Wallingford squinted his eyes. “It was . . . something like . . . By God. Do you know, Shelmerstone, I don’t think he even saw fit to tell me.”


“Sir.”


“Not that it matters, of course. I shan’t do it. I shall tell my grandfather exactly where he can stash his arranged brides.” His words sounded hollow in the great cavern of a bedroom, and he knew it. He could hear Shelmerstone’s thoughts, as the valet bent over the coffee stain.


Ha. Like to see him try. No going against His Damned Bloody Grace Olympia, when he has one of them ideas in his noggin.


“I believe I shall fetch the bicarbonate,” Shelmerstone said faintly, and rose to his feet.


Wallingford fell into the armchair, staring blankly at the room around him. His familiar room, grand and yet with a certain worn comfort, bare of unnecessary decoration, not a flower in sight, his favorite books piled on the nightstand, his aged single-malt Scotch whiskey at the ready. The very notion of a woman inhabiting this sanctum made his mind vibrate with dissonance.


No. No, of course not. Not even the Duke of Olympia would dare such a thing.


True, he’d hand-selected more than one prime minister in the last half century. And the Queen herself had been known to change one or two of her notoriously firm opinions after an hour of private conversation with His Grace.


And there was that time he had traveled to Russia aboard his private steam yacht and told the Tsar in no uncertain terms . . .


Good God.


Wallingford leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees, and covered his face with his hands.


There had to be a way out.


He spread his fingers and peered through them. The scent of last night’s tossed champagne still hung in his hair, pressing against his nostrils, making him feel slightly queasy. Champagne. Orchids. His brain sloshed about with the memories of last night: the impulsive coupling, banal and sordid, the work of a mere minute or two, and then the sour distaste as he had wiped himself with his handkerchief and looked at the lady’s flushed face and perspiring bosom and tried to recall her name.


He needed more coffee. He needed . . .


Something caught his eye, in the stack of books atop his bedside table, next to the coffee tray. Something that was not a book at all.


A tickle began at the base of Wallingford’s brain, as if a pair of fingers were nudging him. It felt . . . it felt . . . almost like . . .


An idea.


He rose, paced to the table, and lifted the three topmost volumes.


There it was, beneath the Dickens, atop the Carlyle. A folded newspaper, given to him a month ago, the edges already beginning to yellow under the inexorable poison of oxygen.


Wallingford picked it up and smoothed the page. There, circled in thick black ink, the print as crisp as it had been when Phineas Burke had handed it to him in the breakfast room downstairs, read an advertisement:


English lords and ladies, and gentlemen of discerning taste, may take note of a singular opportunity to lease a most magnificent Castle and Surrounding Estate in the idyllic hills of Tuscany, the Land of Unending Sunshine. The Owner, a man of impeccable lineage, whose ancestors have kept the Castle safe against intrusion since the days of the Medici princes, is called away by urgent business, and offers a year’s lease of this unmatched Property at rates extremely favorable for the discerning traveler. Applicants should enquire through the Owner’s London agent . . .


A year, Burke had proposed. A year of study and contemplation, free from the distractions of modern life and the female sex. Four weeks ago, Wallingford had laughed at the idea, once he had overcome his initial shock that such a notion should even occur to a sane and able-bodied man, in full possession of his youthful animal spirits.


A year, free of the interference of the Duke of Olympia, and his brides and his June weddings. A year—it must be said—free of recriminations from Cecile de la Fontaine and her vindictive French temper.


A year free of temptation, free of ducal trappings. In a remote Italian castle, where nobody knew him, where nobody had even heard of the Duke of Wallingford.


Wallingford slapped the newspaper back down on the books, causing the topmost volumes to tumble to the floor in surprise. He poured himself a cup of coffee, drank it in a single burning gulp, and stretched his arms to the ceiling.


Why, it was just the thing. A change of scene from gray and changeless London. He could use a change. He’d been dogged with a sense of dissatisfaction, of restlessness, long before his outrageous indiscretion last night, long before Olympia’s unwelcome visit this morning.


A year with his brother and his closest friend, both decent chaps who minded their own business. Tuscany, the land of unending sunshine. Wine in abundance, and decent food, and surely a discreet village girl or two if absolutely necessary.


What could possibly go wrong?




ONE
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Thirty miles southeast of Florence
March 1890


At the age of fifteen, Miss Abigail Harewood had buried her mother and gone to live in London with her older sister, the dazzling young Marchioness of Morley, and her decrepit old husband the marquis.


Within a week, Abigail had decided she would never marry.


“I shall never marry,” she told the stable hand, as she helped him rub down the wet horses with blankets, “but I should like to take a lover. I have just turned twenty-three, after all, and it’s high time, don’t you think?”


The stable hand, who spoke only a rustic Tuscan dialect, shrugged and smiled.


“The trouble is, I can’t find a suitable prospect. You have no idea how difficult it is for an unmarried girl of my station to find a lover. That is, a lover one actually wishes to go to bed with. I daresay Harry Stubbs down the pub would be delighted; but you see, he has no teeth. Real ones, I mean.”


The stable hand smiled again. His own teeth glinted an expectedly bright white in the lantern light.


Abigail cocked her head. “Very nice,” she said, “but I don’t think we should suit. I should like the sort of lover I could keep for at least a month or two, since it’s such trouble to find one, and my sister and I shall depart this fine inn of yours tomorrow, as soon as the rain lets up.”


The stable hand gave the horse a last pat and reached up to hang the blanket to dry on a rafter. She could have spoken to him in Italian, of course, though his dialect did not quite match the classical version in which she was fluent, but then it was so much easier to speak to people when they couldn’t understand one.


The man settled the blanket on the rafter, arms flexing beneath his woolen shirt. Rather a strapping fellow, in fact. And his hair: such a shining extravagant coal black, a little too long and curling just so. Exactly what one wished for in a rustic Italian chap. Abigail’s hands stilled on her own blanket, considering.


“I beg your pardon,” she said, “may I trouble you for a kiss?”


He dropped his arms and blinked at her. “Che cosa, signorina?”


“You see, when I made the decision, on my twenty-third birthday, that I would find myself a lover before the end of the year, I determined to make the search as scientific as possible. One can’t be too selective for one’s first lover, after all.” Abigail gave him an affectionate smile, a smile of shared understanding. “I canvassed the maids and the housekeeper—only the women, you see, for obvious reasons—and they were quite unanimous that the kiss should be the determining factor.”


The stable hand’s brow furrowed like a field under the plow. “Che cosa?” he asked again.


“The kiss, you understand, as a sort of test of each prospect’s skill. Tenderness, patience, subtlety, sensitivity to one’s partner: All these things, according to my friends, can be divined from the very first kiss. And do you know?” She leaned forward.


“Signorina?”


“They were right!” Abigail slid the blanket down the horse’s hindquarters and handed it to him. “I kissed two of the footmen, and young Patrick in the stables, and the differences in style and technique were astonishing! Moreover, the manner of kiss, in every case, exactly matched what I might have guessed, judging from their characters.”


The stable hand took the blanket from her with a bemused air.


“So you see, I thought perhaps you might be so obliging as to kiss me as well, in order to round out my experience more thoroughly. Would you mind terribly?”


“Signorina?” He stood there, with the blanket in his hand, looking wary. A lantern swung near his head, making his thick black hair glint alluringly. Next to her, the horse gave an impatient stamp and snorted profoundly.


“A kiss,” she said. “Un bacio.”


His face cleared. “Un bacio! Si, si, signorina.”


He tossed Abigail’s blanket over the rafter, next to his own, and took her by the shoulders and kissed her.


A tremendous kiss, really. Full of raw enthusiasm, a thorough sort of embrace, his thick lips devouring hers as if he hadn’t kissed a girl in months. He smelled of straw and horseflesh, lovely warm stable smells, and his breath tasted surprisingly of sweet bread.


What luck.


Abigail felt his tongue brush hers and, as if it were a signal, she pulled away. His eyes shone down on hers, dark with urgency.


“Thank you,” Abigail said. “That was very nice indeed. I suspect you’re the ravishing sort, aren’t you?”


“Che cosa?”


She slipped out of his arms and gave his elbow an affectionate pat. “What a darling fellow you are,” she said. “I assure you, I shall remember this forever. Every time I recall our year in Italy, I shall think of you, and this enchanting, er, stableyard. Such a splendid start to an adventure, if rather a wet one.”


“Signorina . . .”


Abigail switched into Italian. “Now, the other horse, named Angelica, she is a fine mare, but you must watch her for the biting, and make sure she has enough of the oats.”


“Oats?” He seemed relieved by the appearance of Abigail’s Italian, however flawed.


Abigail picked up her shawl and placed it back over her shoulders. The rain drummed loudly against the roof of the stable, nearly overcoming her words. “I can stay no longer, what desolation. My sister and cousin have been waiting for half an hour, and Alexandra makes objection when I smell too strongly of the stables. She is a very fine lady, my sister.”


“That one . . . the great lady . . . she is your sister?”


“Yes. I, too, am astonished. She is a marchioness, though her husband the marquis died two years ago, God forever rest his soul. And you have perhaps seen my cousin Lilibet, who is a countess, very beautiful and virtuous, traveling with her little boy. She wouldn’t kiss a gentleman in a stable; no, never. But I must be away.”


“Signorina . . . I will not see you again?” His voice wavered.


“Tragically, no. But you must be accustomed to such heartbreak, working at an inn, isn’t it so?” Abigail’s gaze fell upon the corner, where an enormous lumpy pile stood covered by a series of thick wool blankets. “Why, what the devil’s this?” she asked, in English.


“This?” he replied, in despondent Italian. “Why, it is only the machine left by the English gentleman.”


“English gentleman? Here?”


“Why, yes. They arrived not an hour before your party, three of them, great English lords, and left this . . . this . . .” Words failed him. He gestured extravagantly. “Signorina, you will not stay?” he pleaded.


“No, no.” She took a few paces toward the pile. “What is it, do you think?”


“This? What does it matter, next to my poor heart?”


“Your heart will recover with great promise, I am certain. The season for foreign travelers has hardly begun.” Abigail took hold of the corner of one blanket and lifted it.


A sob wracked the air behind her.


“Well, well,” she breathed, in English. “What have we here?”


The Duke of Wallingford’s temper, never the docile sort, began to growl about his ears like an awakened terrier. No, no, not a terrier. Like a dragon, a fine fire-breathing dragon, a much more suitable beast for a duke.


Bad enough that the train from Paris to Milan should have no accommodation for his private car, forcing the three of them to travel in a common first-class carriage with decidedly coarse company and execrable sherry. Bad enough that the hotel in Florence should have sprung a leak in its old roof, requiring them to change suites in the middle of the night, to a floor altogether too close to the milling streets below. Bad enough that the final leg of the journey from Florence to the Castel sant’Agata should be awash with rain, the bridge ahead swimming, so they should be forced to put up in this . . . this inn of the worst rustic sort, filled with stinking travelers and flat ale and—the final insult, which no merciful God should dare deliver—the forever-damned Dowager Marchioness of Morley and her suite of assorted relatives.


Demanding his own private rooms for her party, no less.


The Marchioness of Morley. Wallingford had kissed her once, he remembered, on a long-ago London balcony, when she was a debutante and ought to have known better than to find herself in a shaded corner with a notorious duke. Or perhaps she had known better. She had certainly looked up at him with a rather knowing eye for a nineteen-year-old.


She was looking up at him now, with those same warm brown eyes, turned up at the ends like those of a particularly smug cat, doing her best to look beseeching. Her hands wrung away in front of her immaculate waist. “Look here, Wallingford, I really must throw myself on your mercy. Surely you see our little dilemma. Your rooms are ever so much larger, palatial, really, and two of them! You can’t possibly, in all conscience . . .” She paused and cast a speculative glance at Wallingford’s brother. “My dear Penhallow. Think of poor Lilibet, sleeping in . . . in a chair, quite possibly . . . with all these strangers . . .”


Just like Lady Morley, to play on poor Roland’s schoolboy affection for her cousin Elizabeth, now the Countess of Somerton: that peach-cheeked beauty, that siren of sirens. The devil’s own luck, that Lord Roland Penhallow’s long-lost love should lurk in this godforsaken Italian innyard, waiting to launch herself back into his tender heart.


If indeed it was mere luck.


Next to Wallingford, Burke seemed to sense the threat. He cleared his throat with an ominous rumble before Roland could answer. “Did it not, perhaps, occur to you, Lady Morley, to reserve rooms in advance?”


Lady Morley turned to him with the full force of her cat-eyed glare. She had to look upward, and upward, until at last she found his face. “As a matter of fact, it did, Mr. . . .” She made a terrifying rise of those eyebrows, which could lay waste to all fashionable London. “I’m so terribly sorry, sir. I don’t quite believe I caught your name.”


Wallingford smiled. “I beg your pardon, Lady Morley. How remiss of me. I have the great honor to present to you—perhaps you may have come across his name, in your philosophical studies—Mr. Phineas Fitzwilliam Burke, of the Royal Society.”


“Your servant, madam,” Burke said. His voice betrayed no intimidation of any kind. A rock, old Burke, despite his shock of ginger hair and his unnatural height. He stood there, in the bustling common room of the inn, as if he were still in his workshop, surrounded by machine parts, lord and master of all he surrounded.


It was the Olympia in him, Wallingford thought with pride.


“Burke,” Lady Morley said, and then her eyes widened an instant. “Phineas Burke. Of course. The Royal Society. Yes, of course. Everybody knows of Mr. Burke. I found . . . the Times, last month . . . your remarks on electrical . . . that new sort of . . .” She gathered herself. “That is to say, of course we reserved rooms. I sent the wire days ago, if memory serves. But we were delayed in Milan. The boy’s nursemaid took ill, you see, and I expect our message did not reach our host in time.” She turned her displeased gaze toward the landlord, who cowered nearby.


Wallingford opened his mouth to deliver a thundering ducal set-down, but before he could gather his words into the appropriate mixture of irony and authority, the warm voice of his brother Roland intruded, rich with the full measure of its damned puppylike friendliness, cheerfully surrendering the fort even before Lady Somerton had appeared for battle.


“Look here,” said Lord Roland Penhallow, a golden joy shining through his words to match the gleaming golden brown of his hair. “Enough of this rubbish. We shouldn’t dream of causing any inconvenience to you and your friends, Lady Morley. Not for an instant. Should we, Wallingford?”


Wallingford folded his arms. They were sunk. “No, damn it.”


“Burke?”


“Bloody hell,” muttered Burke. He knew it, too.


Roland flashed his hazel eyes in that ridiculous way of his, the way the entire idiot female half of humanity found unaccountably irresistible. “You see, Lady Morley? All quite willing and happy and so on. I daresay Burke can take the little room upstairs, as he’s such a tiresome, misanthropic old chap, and my brother and I shall be quite happy to . . .”—he swept his arm to take in the dark depths of the common room—“make ourselves comfortable downstairs. Will that suit?”


Lady Morley clasped her elegant gloved hands together. “Darling Penhallow. I knew you’d oblige us. Thanks so awfully, my dear; you can’t imagine how thankful I am for your generosity.” She turned to the landlord. “Do you understand? Comprendo? You may remove His Grace’s luggage from the rooms upstairs and bring up our trunks at once. Ah! Cousin Lilibet! There you are at last. Have you sorted out the trunks?”


Wallingford turned.


There she stood in the doorway, the source of their trouble, the dear and virtuous and terribly beautiful Countess of Somerton. Did it matter that she was married to that beast Somerton? Did it matter that her scrap of a son clung to her hand, visible proof of her sexual congress with that same earl? It did not. Roland turned his besotted gaze toward her, and everything fell into shambles, the entire plan, a year of hiding away in the Tuscan hills beyond rumor, beyond the reach of the Duke of Olympia. Roland would make a fool of himself, and the tale would reach London, and within a week Olympia would be pounding on the door of the Castel sant’Agata, no doubt dragging Wallingford’s intended bride by the hand.


Lady Somerton unbuttoned the boy’s coat and said something to Lady Morley about the luggage. She rose in a lithe movement and began to unfasten her own coat.


Roland stood transfixed. A breath of air escaped him, rather like a pant.


“Oh, for God’s sake,” muttered Wallingford.


“I take it they know each other?” asked Burke, in his driest voice.


Wallingford gave Roland a sharp poke in his ribs. “Keep your tongue in your mouth, you dog,” he began, and stopped short, because an apparition had just appeared behind the prim dark wool shoulder of Lady Somerton.


Wallingford could not say, afterward, why the young lady should have struck him so. He could not have said whether she was beautiful or not. She danced into view, her delicate features sparkling with rain, her eyes and face alight: a sprite of some kind, a fairy, full of some mysterious energy that seemed to burst from her skin.


Wallingford stood immobile. The buzz of voices hollowed out around him.


The apparition hovered for an instant next to Lady Somerton and gave her head a little shake. A fine spray of rain scattered from the brim of her hat. She cast about, and for an inexplicable and boundless instant Wallingford felt that she was looking for him, that this strange fairy had entered a remote Italian inn for the express purpose of discovering his soul.


But her gaze did not meet his. She instead found an object to his left, and her face, if possible, lit further. She darted forward, right up to Lady Morley, and said, in a voice of purely human excitement: “Alex, darling, you won’t believe what I’ve found in the stables!”


Alex, darling?


The words snapped Wallingford back to consciousness. He started. He stared at Lady Morley. He stared at the girl. Lady Morley was wrinkling her nose, saying something about the stables, unbuttoning the girl’s coat, calling her Abigail in a voice of deep familiarity. They stood in profile to him, outlined by the golden glow of the fire, and he could trace the two straight noses, the two firm little chins, in exact replica of each other. Lady Morley removed the girl’s hat, and out sprang a nest of unruly chestnut hair, the same shade as her own.


Alex, darling.


Burke’s hand landed on his shoulder. Burke’s voice said something about sitting down to dinner. Wallingford said, “Yes, of course,” and dropped upon the bench. His brain was burning.


Lady Morley’s sister. This dainty fairy, this sweet apparition, like nothing he had ever seen before, was Lady Morley’s little sister.


He was damned.


Abigail Harewood sat in a hideous bile green paisley armchair in the corner of the bedroom, her feet tucked up under her dress, and contemplated her sketchbook.


Not that she meant to sketch anything. Not, in fact, that she had sketched much at all during the voyage to Italy, despite her best intentions, which had loosely imagined a portfolio bursting with atmospheric depictions of towering Swiss peaks and rough-hewn peasant faces. No, the sketchbook lay in her lap with nearly all of its sheets still blank, except for an abandoned pencil drawing of the Milan cathedral (defeated by the gargoyles) and the pristine paper before her, which contained two words: La stalla.


“Philip, darling,” said Lilibet, from across the room, “do stop unbuttoning your pajamas and get into bed.”


Her voice was strained. Philip, who had been penned all day in a jostling coach, its windows streaming with rain, showed no particular inclination for sleep just yet. He leapt atop the mattress and began to jump. “Look, I’m an acrobat, Mama! Abigail, look!” His unbuttoned pajama shirt flopped against his lean five-year-old chest.


“Very credible, Philip,” called out Abigail. “Let’s see a somersault.”


“Oh, jolly fun,” said Philip.


“No!” Lilibet reached out and secured his arms with her hands, just as the boy bent his knees for a particularly bold and somersault-inducing jump. “Abigail, really. You know he does whatever you tell him.”


“My mistake, Philip,” said Abigail contritely. “No somersaults, unless your mother is quite out of the room.”


“Abigail.”


She stretched out her toes to the nearby fire, simmering with intense and comforting heat in its nest of charcoal ash, and returned to the paper in front of her.


The Duke of Wallingford. She had never met him before. He had never come around any of Alexandra’s salons and parties, and Abigail rarely went out in society. Conventional society, that is. When Abigail had vowed not to marry all those years ago, she had not stopped short at a mere negative promise. (Abigail, as a rule, did not stop short anywhere.) She had not been satisfied with resolving not to make a conventional marriage; she had vowed, in fact, to do her utmost to live the least conventional life available to her.


It had not been easy. In the early days, most of her allowance went to bribing the footmen and the housemaids: losses that she attempted to recoup through gambling, to mixed success. She was generally hopeless at cards, for she could not attempt to hide her emotions behind the appropriate mask of expressionless indifference, but eventually she found a reliable bookmaker and discovered she had a talent for picking horses.


Still, between the bribery and the hackney fares, the rounds of pints to keep the drunks at her local happy, and the occasional spectacular loss when her horses failed to gallop home in the correct order, she lived on the constant edge of bankruptcy. And then, occasionally, her sister Alexandra would remember her existence and call upon her to attend some shopping expedition or private dinner party, and she had to scramble to cancel her low engagements, and dress in the required white dress and pearls, and remember not to swagger or to profane the Lord’s name or to discuss tomorrow’s card at Newmarket.


Dukes, therefore, had not often appeared at her right hand and sat down to dinner with her. They were generally glimpsed from afar, and were generally of the white-haired, weak-chinned, short-and-stooping variety, cane handles hooked over their arms, silk top hats shining in the Ascot sun.


Wallingford was not short, nor did he stoop. He had not exactly invited her to dinner, either; that was his brother’s doing, that darling Lord Roland with the golden brown hair and melting hazel eyes, who was evidently dying for love of her beautiful cousin Lilibet. (Not that Abigail could fault him for that.)


No, Wallingford was a different sort of duke altogether, a duke of the old order, tall and dark-haired and fierce-eyed, crackling with power and magnificently disagreeable. She had troubled him for the salt, and he had glowered at her with all the thunderous astonishment of a feudal lord addressed unexpectedly by his serving wench.


Oh, the shivers.


He was the one. There was no question that the Duke of Wallingford should be her first lover. Physically, he possessed every possible advantage: she particularly admired his lush dark hair, which would twine very handsomely around her fingers during the act of love, to say nothing of the uncompromising width of his shoulders, which might prove useful should he be forced, for example, to carry her across a raging river at some point in their liaison.


Moreover, Wallingford undoubtedly had the experience to pull off the affair in a most satisfactory fashion. Abigail had made considerable research into erotic literature—an astonishing amount of it in circulation; staggering, really—and concluded that a man of experience was infinitely more master of the task at hand than some sweet but green young fellow, who would almost certainly become overexcited and make a short-lived mess of things.


Abigail could not conceive of the Duke of Wallingford in a state of overexcitement.


The air split with the sound of Philip’s voice, raised in a series of hooting calls. Abigail looked up and found him racing around the room, pajama shirt flapping, Lilibet in helpless pursuit. His hand beat against his mouth, creating the hooting call.


Abigail stuck out her leg and brought him to a halt. “Philip, what on earth are you doing?” she asked.


“I’m a wild Indian!” he shouted, straining against her leg.


“Oh! Of course you are. Carry on, then.” She retracted her leg and set him free, just as Lilibet swooped in to capture him.


“Abigail!” Lilibet said desperately.


Abigail fiddled her lead sketching pencil around her fingers. “Lilibet, dear, he’s been stuck in a carriage all day. You ought to have made him run laps around the innyard, directly when we arrived. He wants a little exercise, that’s all.”


“I shall remember this, Abigail, when you have children of your own.” Lilibet gave up and sat on the bed in a great tangle of petticoats and heavy dark blue wool, watching Philip circle around her.


Abigail looked down at the paper before her. The trouble, of course, was that the duke and his party only meant to stay here the one night, before trudging off through the dank late-winter gloom to whatever oasis of pleasure awaited them. One night was certainly not enough. Brazen she might be, but Abigail still required a little wooing to get things off on the proper footing, and besides, she wanted a real love affair: a matter of several months, full of passion and pleasure and clandestine arrangements, before it came to a dramatic end when she caught him in some infidelity, or when he was forced to marry and breed more dukes, at the exact moment when all that passion and pleasure began to fade into routine. She would throw a few vases at his head, he would grasp her by the shoulders and kiss her one last desperate time, and she would order him from the room and weep for days, or at least hours.


It would be perfect.


But damned difficult to arrange, when she was on her way to a year’s exile in the Tuscan hills.


Well, what was the point of anything, without a little challenge to keep one on one’s toes?


Abigail chewed thoughtfully on the end of her pencil, considering various scenarios, constructing mental images of a naked Wallingford in various attitudes, and at last scribbled a single Italian sentence on the paper. (The duke, she knew, would be much more inclined to accept an amorous invitation from an Italian serving maid than from the maiden sister of the Dowager Marchioness of Morley.) She folded the paper, placed it in her pocket, and rose from her chair, just as Philip shot by on his way to the door.


She caught him in her arms and rubbed his taut little belly with her nose. “Naughty boy,” she said, laughing. “Naughty, wicked, despicable boy.”


“Abigail, you’ll overexcite him,” said Lilibet, looking indescribably weary.


Poor Lilibet. If Abigail needed any further persuasion that she should never marry, she had only to look at her cousin: betrayed and belittled and God knew what else by a promiscuous husband who regarded her with rather less interest than the cut of meat for his dinner. All this, despite her beauty and charm and good nature, despite her implacable virtue. Lilibet’s faithless beast of a husband was the very reason they were fleeing to Italy in the first place.


Abigail blew another raspberry into Philip’s tummy and tossed him atop the blankets. “You don’t deserve a story, you dreadful rascal, but I’ll tell one anyway,” she said.


A quarter hour later, Philip’s eyes were closed, and his chest rose and fell in the steady rhythm of an exhausted sleep. Lilibet, looking equally exhausted, sank into the bile green chair and gazed with her weary blue eyes at her resting son. “Go back downstairs, Abigail,” she said. “I’ll watch him.”


“And leave you by yourself?”


Lilibet looked up at her with a gentle smile. “Abigail, darling, I know very well that you’re desperate to go back down to that common room. Don’t think I didn’t see the way you were examining poor Wallingford.”


Abigail felt an unfamiliar surge of defensiveness. “I wasn’t. He’s a perfectly ordinary duke. There are princes in Italy, Lilibet. Princes. Much more interesting than dull English dukes.”


Lilibet waved at her. “Go, Abigail. I’m all done in, really. Go, for heaven’s sake.”


A thump rattled the floorboards beneath them. The faint sound of merry voices raised in a scattered and unmistakably drunken chorus, quite improper for impressionable young English ladies. No responsible matron ought to send her cousin into the scene of such iniquity, and yet Lilibet seemed not to notice, or to care. Her eyes remained steady on the bundle of blankets in the bed.


Abigail knew better than to push her luck.


“Right-ho, then,” she said cheerfully, and hurried out the door.




TWO
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At least his horse was happy to see him, thought the Duke of Wallingford, though the apples likely had something to do with it.


“A greedy old fellow, aren’t you, my love,” he said, observing the steady disintegration of the apple in his gloved palm. When it had disappeared, he removed the glove and scratched the horse’s forelock. “I shouldn’t be here, of course. It’s liable to lead to all sorts of trouble.”


The horse snorted and pushed at his chest, leaving a dribble of apple specks on his coat.


“Easy for you to say, old fellow,” he said. “You’ve got no balls to speak of.”


A whuffle, low in the equine throat.


“It’s a blessing, I assure you,” said Wallingford, scratching his way down the horse’s forehead, leaving no spot of exquisite sensitivity untouched. The animal stretched his neck with pleasure. “They’re nothing but bother, women, excepting only a few brief and fleeting moments. And with this one, not even that, unless I’m an even greater blackguard than my grandfather makes out.”


Above his head, the rain drummed against the tile roof of the stable, but inside the air was filled with damp warmth, with the familiar smells of straw and horseflesh and manure: simple earthy smells, the smell of youth and contentment.


“I wonder what she means by it,” Wallingford continued, in a low voice. He moved his hand to the horse’s neck and stroked the thick winter coat, its reddish bay color subdued to brown in the dull glow of the dark lantern hanging nearby. “She’s got no business making appointments in the stables. Do you know, she wrote the note in Italian? As if I might think the serving maid had written it?” He shook his head. “I’m a damned fool, aren’t I? Too long without female companionship. Four weeks, Lucifer.”


Lucifer sighed with pleasure and lowered his head.


“Lost my head, I think. Nothing but an ordinary girl. Brown hair, brown eyes. Well, not brown exactly. More of a golden sort of color, dark gold, like sherry. Lighter than her sister’s. And her face! The features are like enough, but it’s a completely different effect, a sort of freshness and delicacy I can’t quite describe . . .”


“Signore?”


The voice lilted through the dusky air.


Wallingford placed his forehead against the horse’s neck and inhaled deeply. “You needn’t bother, Miss Harewood. I know who you are.”


“Oh, dash it,” said Miss Harewood, with considerably less sweetness. “Why did you come, then?”


He inhaled once more, straightened, and turned.


There she stood, the dust motes floating about her, a fine woolen scarf wound around her head. She looked at him inquiringly, her light brown eyes widened into impossible roundness, tilted just so at the corners, exactly the same shape as her sister’s; except while the slant of Lady Morley’s eyes had always reminded Wallingford of a particularly stealthy cat, on Abigail Harewood those eyes took on an elfin grace, a mischievous fairy charm. She lifted the scarf away from her head, and the hair beneath caught the lantern in a gleam of rich chestnut.


“Your Grace?” she prodded.


He shook himself. “I came,” he said, schooling his voice into ducal deepness, “in order to educate you on the wholesale impropriety of making appointments with strangers in the stables. Since your sister, it seems, is unequal to the task.”


“But you’re not a stranger,” she said, smiling. “We spoke for quite an hour at dinner.”


“Don’t even think to match wits with me, young lady.”


“Ooh!” She shivered. “Say that again, do.”


“I said, don’t even . . .” He stopped and folded his arms across his chest. “Look here, what are you really doing here? You know the rules as well as I do.”


“Oh, I know the rules as well as anyone. One has to know the rules perfectly in order to break them.” She was still smiling, still unearthly, lightening the very air around her.


Break them.


Wallingford’s groin, that seat of instinct rather than reason, tightened unto bursting in a single instant.


“Good God.” The words struggled out. “You don’t mean . . .”


She laughed and held up her hand. “Oh no! Not so far as that. I understand that anticipation is vital in these matters.”


“Anticipation?” he said dazedly.


“Yes, anticipation. Of course, you’re the expert, but I think we should go no further than a kiss tonight, don’t you think?”


“A kiss?”


She laughed. “You sound exactly like the stableboy, before dinner. ‘Un bacio,’ he said, in exactly that tone of voice.”


Wallingford took a stumbling step backward. “Stableboy?”


“Oh yes. He was rather startled, I suppose, but he recovered quickly . . .”


“I daresay.”


“. . . and stepped up to the mark quite nicely. I say, is that your horse? He’s a jolly splendid animal, aren’t you, darling?” She brushed past him and took Lucifer’s face between her hands. “Yes, a dear love, a remarkable great beast you are, a splendid, lovely animal.”


Lucifer, enraptured, pushed his nose against her chest and whuffled.


Wallingford shook his head. “Look here, Miss Harewood. Do you mean to say you kissed the stableboy? Here?”


“Yes, and a lovely embrace it was. Much nicer than the stableboy at home.”


“The stableboy at home?” The floor seemed to be dropping away beneath Wallingford’s booted feet. He put out a hand to steady himself against the wooden wall of Lucifer’s stall.”


Yes. Patrick was his name.” She turned to him. “The brother of one of my sister’s housemaids. Oh! Ha-ha. I see what you’re thinking. No, no. I assure you, I don’t go about kissing stableboys willy-nilly, hither and yon. Heavens, no!” She laughed. She had her arm up around the side of Lucifer’s face, stroking him, and Wallingford could have sworn that the animal winked at him.
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