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Lady Gwyn Drake has long protected her family’s reputation by hiding an imprudent affair from her youth. But when her former suitor appears at Armitage Hall, manhandling the heiress and threatening to go public with her secrets, it’s Gwyn who needs protecting. Her twin brother, Thorn, hires Joshua Wolfe, the estate’s gamekeeper, to keep her safe in London during her debut. As a war hero, Joshua feels obligated to fulfill the assignment he has accepted. But as a man, it’s torment to be so very close to the beauty he’s fought to ignore . . .


With handsome Joshua monitoring her every move, Gwyn would prefer to forget both the past and the parade of money-seeking bachelors at her coming out. But Joshua is unmoved by her attempts at flirtation, and the threat of blackmail still hangs over her. With danger closing in, Gwyn must decide which is the greater risk: deflecting a scoundrel’s attempts to sabotage her – or revealing her whole heart to the rugged bodyguard she can’t resist . . .
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THE DUCHESS OF ARMITAGE’S TWINS
TAKE LONDON BY STORM




Once again, dear readers, I have uncovered a delicious bit of gossip for your enjoyment. One would expect the Duchess of Armitage to wait the requisite year before having her daughter, Lady Gwyn Drake’s debut, but the widowed duchess is showing, yet again, a shocking lack of regard for the rules of polite society. Her daughter is being presented at court this very Season. Tongues will surely wag, and the young lady will no doubt give them plenty to wag about, because one can’t help but expect Lady Gwyn to prove a delightful diversion. At least her mama is wise enough to follow some of the rules of propriety for a widow of only six months, for I am told that she will not attend social occasions with her daughter. Instead, Lady Gwyn is being sponsored at court by the duchess’s intimate friend, Lady Hornsby, by most accounts a woman of stellar virtue.


No doubt Lady Gwyn’s advanced age of thirty is the cause for her mother’s haste in running her through the marriage marts like a prize Thoroughbred at the Derby, although gossip has it that the heiress is infinitely more attractive. Yours truly has also heard she is as spirited as her twin brother, the Duke of Thornstock. So, few gentlemen are likely to balk at her age when such bounty is their reward.


To add to the excitement, Lady Gwyn’s half brother, the Duke of Greycourt, will also be presenting his new wife at court during the Season. Everyone has wondered about what sort of woman would choose to marry such a haughty man. We also eagerly anticipate the appearance of Lady Gwyn’s rakish twin brother. London’s ballrooms will simply be teeming with members of the duchess’s family, including two eligible dukes, if one counts the newest Duke of Armitage, Sheridan Wolfe. Young ladies will be positively frantic to snag one of them. It should be a very interesting Season.







Chapter One




April 1809


Armitage Hall, Lincolnshire





Lady Gwyn Drake paced the ornamental bridge like a tigress in a crate. What did it mean when one’s blackmailer was late? It certainly didn’t bode well for the negotiations she hoped to initiate.


Perhaps she was at the wrong spot.


She drew the man’s note out of her pocket and read it again:




To Lady Gwyn,


Tomorrow at 4 p.m., bring fifty guineas to me on the Armitage estate near the bridge that crosses the river if you wish to guarantee my silence. Otherwise, I will feel free to tell such secrets about you and me as will ruin your good name. You know that I can.


Captain L. Malet





Not the wrong spot, then. This was the only bridge over a river on the estate. Did he realize that the house occupied by the estate’s handsome gamekeeper, Major Joshua Wolfe, was a short distance away? Or did he just not care?


She scowled. When she’d last seen “L.” Malet, ten years before, he’d been only an ensign in the army and she’d been only twenty. But if he was expecting to meet that same wide-eyed, foolish girl, he was in for a surprise.


Balling up the note, she tossed it into the river. Then she slid her hand into her muff to touch the pocket pistol she’d lifted from the closet of her twin brother, Thorn, otherwise known as the Duke of Thornstock. Though the pistol wasn’t loaded—she had no clue how to fire a gun, much less load one—the feel of the carved ivory stock beneath her fingers was reassuring. It should look impressive enough to hold off a coward like Lionel Malet.


She heard the crunch of wheels on gravel just in time to see him descend from a phaeton. He probably owed money on it, but you wouldn’t know it to look at him sauntering down the hill to the bridge without a care in the world.


Hard to believe she’d risked everything years ago for a pair of blue eyes, a smug smile, and a head of raven curls. Even in a mere ensign’s uniform, Lionel had looked incredibly appealing to a woman surrounded by her stepfather’s aging friends—or her teasing brother and half brothers.


Today, dressed even more impressively in gentleman’s attire, he lacked the power to move her. How could she not have seen the truth back then, that he was debonair and slick, the kind of man who slithered his way into a naïve woman’s life, then poisoned her and her future with one bite? If she’d just recognized . . .


It didn’t matter. She recognized his true character now. So as he approached, looking utterly sure of himself, she drew out Thorn’s pistol and aimed it at him. “That’s close enough, sir.”


He laughed at her, blast him. “You mean to shoot me, do you?”


“If I have to.”


“But you don’t.” He cocked his head rakishly. “You merely need to pay my price. Fifty guineas is a reasonable amount for my silence, wouldn’t you say?”


Her hands shook. She hoped he couldn’t see that. “I’m surprised you ask so little, considering what you’d get if you married me.”


“Are you still interested in that?” When she merely glared at him, he shrugged. “I didn’t think so. What a pity. A marriage would suit both of us.”


“I’m sure it would help your finances, but in what possible way could it benefit me?” she asked coldly.


He let his insolent gaze trail down her. “You’re by no means as youthful as you were at twenty. It won’t be long before you’re considered an out-and-out spinster, and then no one will marry you.”


“Good. That suits me perfectly.” Oddly enough, it was the truth. “I’m afraid you have soured me on men, sir.” That, too, was the truth. Or part of it anyway. “Nor am I some green girl to fall for your machinations again.”


“So why do you need the pistol?”


“My brother has been fearful that you might try to abduct me, as you tried to do with Kitty Nickman at Christmastide on this very estate.”


Mention of his failed plan seemed to spark his temper. “I considered it. But I know Thornstock. If I kidnapped you, he would cut you off, and then we’d both be poor. Indeed, he threatened as much years ago.”


The memory of that betrayal settled into her chest like a bad cold. That it still had the power to wound infuriated her. “He was trying to protect me, as any good brother would.” Still, it rankled that her twin had read Lionel’s character so well when she’d been oblivious to it. “And judging from your attempt to blackmail me, he was wise to do so.”


“This is not an attempt.” He took a step forward. “I mean to get my money.”


She steadied the pistol on him. “I don’t have it.”


He crossed his arms over his chest. “Then I suppose I’ll be telling the world about us, starting with your brother.”


A sick fear gripped her at the thought of Thorn—or anyone at all—hearing the truth. “I promise I’ll get you your funds once the family goes to London for the Season. That’s only a few days away. Surely you can wait that long.”


“Ah, but why should I?”


“Because if I ask Thorn for fifty guineas in the City, he’ll think nothing of it, given the ease with which I could spend that on jewelry or clothes. But here in the country, where that would take some doing, he’ll find the request suspicious and demand to know why I really want it. There’s no plausible lie I can give him. And if I answer him truthfully, he might just murder you.”


Lionel chuckled. “You mean you haven’t told your arse of a brother what we did?”


“Of course not. And I know you didn’t tell him either. Because you wouldn’t be here trying to blackmail me if you had. Thorn would have killed you years ago.”


“True.” The amusement faded from his cruelly handsome face, leaving only the cold glitter in his eyes. Now that was the Lionel Malet she knew and hated. “Fortunately,” he went on, “I am better prepared to fight your brother these days. Not for nothing have I trained as a soldier. And Thornstock has undoubtedly grown soft with age.”


“If you believe that, you haven’t had many dealings with him recently.”


“In any case,” he said, brushing off her comment, “I have no intention of waiting for my money. If you can’t pay me today, I’ll just have to take something else by way of payment.”


He stalked across the bridge toward her, and though she backed up swiftly, he was on her before she could get very far. Only when he snatched the gun from her did she realize it wasn’t her he was after.


“You can’t have that!” she cried, her heart sinking. “That’s Thorn’s! It’s not mine to give!” It was part of a pair, Thorn’s most recent purchase, and he was inordinately fond of it. Her brother would never forgive her if she let it be taken.


“I don’t care.” Lionel examined the pistol, then snorted as he realized it wasn’t loaded. “This will fetch a pretty penny in London while I wait for the rest of my money.” He shoved the gun in his greatcoat pocket. “Oh, and the price for my silence has just gone up. It’s a hundred guineas now.”


When he turned to walk away, she grabbed his arm, trying to prevent him from escaping with Thorn’s gun. “I’ll get you your dratted money, but you can’t have the pistol!”


She’d managed to wrestle it halfway out of his pocket before he gripped her upper arms and shook her. “I will have whatever I want of you, make no mistake. So if you wish me to keep your secrets—”


A shot sounded over their heads. Startled, she and Lionel both looked toward where it had come from, up on the rise behind her where the dower house sat.


Its tenant, Major Wolfe, did something to the barrel of his own gun, then aimed it at Lionel’s heart. Honestly, she’d never been happier to see the gruff former soldier in all her life.


“Step away from her ladyship,” Major Wolfe called out as he made his way down to the bridge, somehow keeping his weapon trained on Lionel while maneuvering the uneven surfaces of the riverbank path with his cane.


Lionel sneered at him. “Or what? A mere gamekeeper wouldn’t dare to shoot a viscount’s son.”


Gwyn frowned. “How did you know he’s a game—Oh. Right.” She’d forgotten that Major Wolfe had helped thwart Lionel during that abduction at Christmas. Not that it mattered. “The major is a duke’s grandson and a crack shot besides. Not only would he dare to shoot you, he wouldn’t miss.”


Major Wolfe’s gaze flicked to her. He seemed surprised by the remark, though she couldn’t imagine why. She’d flirted often enough to make it clear what she thought of him. Then again, she’d ended that after getting more than one surly response. No man was going to make a fool of her. She had let Lionel do that, and it had ended disastrously.


The major steadied his aim on Lionel. “You’re standing on my land, trying to assault a member of the family I work for. So you’d best release the lady, or I swear I’ll make you regret it. Not a magistrate in the county would blame me for shooting an armed man on my own property.”


Lionel started. “I’m not armed.” When Major Wolfe nodded to Lionel’s coat pocket, where the ivory handle of Thorn’s pistol still hung out, Lionel paled. “The gun isn’t loaded,” he said, though he had the good sense to release her.


“Not to mention that it doesn’t belong to you.” She met Major Wolfe’s gaze. “It’s Thorn’s. Captain Malet took it from me.”


Major Wolfe arched one dark brow at her. “And what were you proposing to do with an unloaded pistol?”


“Never mind that. I’m merely saying I want it back.”


“Ah.” Major Wolfe gestured to Lionel with his firearm. “You heard the lady. Give it to her.”


Lionel’s eyes narrowed, and Gwyn’s heart nearly failed her. What if he chose to reveal her secret to Major Wolfe? It would be just the sort of thing he’d do to revenge himself on her. And she would die of mortification, which was saying something, because there was little that mortified her these days.


She edged closer to Lionel. “Hand it over.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I promise you’ll have your money once I reach London. But not if you say one word to him about our past together.”


Lionel glanced from Major Wolfe’s weapon to her ashen face. “I’ll hold you to your promise,” he murmured, then gave her Thorn’s pistol and backed to the end of the bridge and onto the path that led to where his phaeton was waiting.


Major Wolfe, who’d been watching their exchange intently, fortunately didn’t ask what they’d talked about. She was fairly certain he couldn’t have heard them over the roar of the river below, but she still shook from the knowledge of how narrow an escape she’d made.


And would continue to make as long as Lionel was about.


“I wish you’d killed him,” she muttered as Major Wolfe approached her, keeping his eye on the retreating Lionel.


Once Lionel climbed into his phaeton and drove away, Major Wolfe relaxed his stance. Then he shoved the large, odd-looking pistol into the capacious pocket of the ragged greatcoat she’d always seen him wear when working on the estate.


“I’ll accompany you back to the hall.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he added, “Just in case Malet is lurking nearby, waiting to get a chance at you again.”


Oh. That was certainly a good point. “Thank you for coming to my rescue.”


He nodded, taciturn as always, and gestured for her to go ahead of him. They crossed the bridge and climbed the hill for some time in silence, with her casting him furtive glances every few steps. Lord, but the man was handsome—unfashionably so, with his long black hair tied in a queue by a simple leather cord—but handsome nonetheless.


Some would say his jaw was too jutting and his lips too thin to be called attractive, and that might be true. Personally, she found the combination arresting. But it was his hazel eyes that distinguished him from every other man she’d ever met, even Heywood, whose eyes were also hazel. The major’s were the color of dark honey, a golden color so unusual that she could stare at them all day.


Not that she’d had many chances. When his sister Bea had been on the estate, Gwyn had seen him more often, but once Bea had married, he’d seemed determined not to associate with anyone who lived in Armitage Hall.


That didn’t keep the maids from whispering about him—how he looked, what he said, what he did. One had even stated that she would marry Major Wolfe in a heartbeat, lame leg or no. Yet he seemed to have no idea of his appeal to the female sex, or surely he’d have taken a wife by now. According to his sister, he was already thirty-one.


“What did Malet want?” Major Wolfe finally asked.


She was glad she had a plausible explanation ready for him. “To make me go with him. That’s why I brandished the pistol.”


Major Wolfe searched her face. “Since when do you carry a pistol with you on Armitage land?”


“Since Mr. Malet told Heywood that he meant to kidnap me in revenge for something Heywood and his friend did abroad,” she snapped.


“Malet made that threat four months ago,” Major Wolfe pointed out. “It’s odd that he waited until now to attempt it.”


“Perhaps he was waiting until our guard was down,” she said dryly. “Or perhaps he had tried courting an heiress who wouldn’t know all about his wicked intentions, and she didn’t prove viable, so he fell back on his old ways.”


“And you just happened to be roaming the estate with your brother’s unloaded pistol when Malet came looking to kidnap you.”


She knew perfectly well that Major Wolfe wasn’t credulous enough to believe that. Then an idea struck her. “Thorn heard that Mr. Malet was nosing around in Sanforth, so he warned me to keep an eye out.”


“Your brother is presently in residence at the hall?”


“Yes. And he gave me his pocket pistol for protection.”


“A valuable, unloaded pistol that he didn’t teach you how to load or shoot? That seems reckless of him, and your twin has never struck me as the reckless sort.”


“You’d be surprised,” she muttered. A pox on Major Wolfe and his military mind. This was not going well.


“What’s more, you and Malet seemed to know each other, at least well enough to be exchanging confidences.”


“Confidences! Don’t be silly. Whatever you think you saw isn’t what you’re implying.”


“Hmm. If you say so.” Major Wolfe moved along the path through the woods at a surprisingly good pace given his damaged leg. “Why is your brother here anyway? Doesn’t he have an estate of his own to run?”


“Of course, but he decided to accompany me and Mama to London for the Season. I am to be presented at court and have my debut in society, you know.”


“I’m well aware,” he said tensely.


What was that supposed to mean?


Oh, he must be thinking of his sister Bea, and the fact that she was being presented as well, but as Grey’s new wife, the Duchess of Greycourt.


“Fortunately,” he went on, “today’s incident will impress upon Thornstock the need to keep a closer eye on you and your suitors in London.”


The statement was so typically male and arrogant that she was about to blister his ears over his presumption when the greater implications of his words hit her. “Surely you don’t mean to tell Thorn about this.”


Major Wolfe lifted a brow. “Of course I do. He needs to know so he can make arrangements to accompany you everywhere.”


She stepped in front of him to block his path. “But you can’t! I don’t want Thorn mucking about in my personal affairs. I had enough of that growing up with him in Berlin.”


In the darkness of the forest, the major’s eyes looked as brown as oak and just as hard. “You cannot expect me to keep silent on this matter.”


“Why not? It’s none of your concern. I’m a grown woman. I can handle the likes of Mr. Malet in good society, where I will never be alone.”


“Never? Even in the Armitage town house? Or going out onto a balcony at a ball for a breath of air? Or—”


“I will be careful everywhere, I assure you. And anyway, there won’t be nearly as many situations in which he could effect a kidnapping without drawing attention to himself.”


And there’d be even less if the major told Thorn about Lionel and her twin decided to dog her heels wherever she went. Then she’d never get to meet with Lionel privately to give him his money.


Nor could she tell Thorn about the blackmail. He would either kill Lionel outright and end up in gaol, or challenge Lionel to a duel and end up in gaol. No, Thorn could never know what Lionel was up to.


“Please, Major Wolfe, you must not tell my brother—”


“Your brother may heed your pleas, Lady Gwyn, but I know better than to do so. Either you tell him in my presence, or I will tell him myself. But one way or the other, he is going to hear what Malet attempted. That’s the end of it.”


Good Lord, he was like a dog with a bone. And now, thanks to him, her ability to pay Lionel his money and put an end to this madness had just become ten times harder.




Chapter Two


Joshua couldn’t believe he and Lady Gwyn were having this discussion. Even his sister wouldn’t be so reckless as to court danger in such a way.


But she would keep the news of danger from you. And did, too, before Greycourt married her. So perhaps Lady Gwyn and Beatrice have more in common than you think.


It didn’t matter. He wasn’t about to keep Lady Gwyn’s secrets for her. And he could tell from how she’d reacted to his questions that she definitely had secrets. He recognized fake outrage when he saw it.


The fact that she didn’t want to involve her brother said a great deal, too, probably having something to do with Malet showing up on the estate today. So not telling Thornstock of the encounter truly would be imprudent. What if Malet harmed her because Joshua hadn’t informed her brother of the danger?


No, he wouldn’t take that chance. The sight of Malet manhandling her had nearly stopped his heart. Not because he cared about her. Feeling anything but disinterested concern for the wealthy sister of a duke would be absurd. Even though, according to his sister, Lady Gwyn was thirty, she looked no older than Beatrice. She would have her pick of the men once she reached London. Best to remember that before he let himself slide into anything foolish . . . like desiring her.


He looked over at her and noted that she’d gone a trifle pale, quite a feat for a woman whose skin was already as creamy as alabaster. She probably used some sort of cosmetic, like the ones Beatrice had always been trying, although God only knew what Lady Gwyn used to make her lips that fetching shade of peach and her eyes that provocative shade of green. Emerald green, he would call it, because they glittered like the gemstone itself.


Damn it, he was waxing poetic about her. Best to be careful about that. He might be the grandson of a duke, but his father had been the youngest of three of that duke’s sons, and a wastrel besides. From birth, Joshua had been ineligible for the coddled—and yes, beautiful—daughter of another wealthy duke. He was even more so now that his damaged leg kept him on half-pay, incapable of pursuing his ambition in the Royal Marines.


Besides, if he couldn’t serve his country, he preferred to live as far out of range of so-called “good” society’s frivolous maneuverings as he could manage.


“You’re suddenly very quiet,” he said, unaccountably annoyed by that.


She sniffed. “I don’t see much point in speaking when you refuse to listen.”


“I listen. But that doesn’t mean I will automatically heed your commands. That’s what has you angry—the fact that every other gentleman does your bidding, while I refuse.”


She halted to glare at him. “Thorn doesn’t do my bidding, and neither do my half brothers.”


“The important word being ‘brothers.’ A woman’s brothers always see her more clearly than other gentlemen.”


“Oh? You wouldn’t have thought your sister could become a duchess, yet you were wrong.” When he bristled at that bit of honesty, she added, “And in case you hadn’t noticed, I didn’t exactly have Mr. Malet in my thrall there on the bridge.”


“I did notice. Which is why you should take more care with him, before you find yourself dragged into a carriage on its way to Gretna Green.”


She planted her hands on her hips. “So which is it, Major Wolfe? I’m spoiled because all men fall at my feet or I’m in danger because they don’t?”


Damn the woman for pointing out his lack of logic. She muddled his thinking—made it impossible for him to argue rationally with her.


He didn’t want to examine too closely why that was.


Then she added, “You’ve only ever seen me with my brothers and Mr. Malet. You know nothing of how I behave with other gentlemen. Yet you presume to know my character.” Steadying her shoulders, she walked on. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”


He shook his head. The woman had the ability to use her tongue in flaying a man’s very flesh from his bones when she didn’t get her way. And he wasn’t about to rise to the bait.


When he didn’t answer that at once, she huffed out a breath. “I never understood why Bea got so frustrated with you all the time. I certainly do now.”


The remark about his sister pricked him as nothing else could. “Speaking of people presuming to know people, you don’t even know my sister well enough to realize she dislikes being called Bea.”


The profound silence provoked by his words stretched on so long that he looked over at Lady Gwyn, then wished he hadn’t. She wore an expression of such embarrassment that he wanted to take back his words.


“Is that true?” she asked in a mortified tone. “Or just . . . something you’re saying to vex me?”


He considered lying, if only to wipe that look off her face. “Forgive me, Lady Gwyn. Beatrice would throttle me for having told you that.”


“Why did she not tell us? We would never purposely . . . That is, we all thought . . . No, there’s no excuse for it.” A frown creased her forehead. “Except that Mama called her that from the beginning because your Uncle Armie called her that in letters.”


Joshua could well imagine why. Their uncle, the previous holder of the title of Duke of Armitage, had belittled Beatrice in every way, even to the extent of giving her a nickname she didn’t care for. It was his perverse way of forcing her into doing what he wished. Fortunately, the bastard had died before he could succeed in the worst of his plans.


But Lady Gwyn couldn’t have known that. And despite everything, her mortification over not using the right name for Beatrice softened him toward her. Because clearly she did like his sister and regretted doing anything to hurt her.


“Still, we should have asked her what she wanted to be called. It was very wrong of us not to.” Lady Gwyn’s color receded a bit. “Although that does explain why Grey always calls her Beatrice. I’d assumed he was being his usual formal duke self, but she must have told him what she preferred. I can’t imagine why she didn’t tell the rest of us.”


He sighed. “She wanted to fit in, wanted to be liked by you and yours. So she wasn’t about to ruin that by informing you all—especially our aunt—that she didn’t like that version of her name.”


“Well, then,” she said softly, “I will apologize to her as soon as we go to London day after tomorrow. I realize that Bea . . . Beatrice . . . isn’t my blood relation, but I consider her as family all the same. And I want to make her feel welcome with the rest of our motley crew.”


Now he felt like shite for bringing up the matter in the first place. Especially because he actually liked his aunt and knew perfectly well she never intended to offend.


Joshua and Beatrice’s Aunt Lydia was also Lady Gwyn’s mother, having married into the Wolfe family after Lady Gwyn’s father died. Aunt Lydia had married Uncle Maurice, who had almost immediately taken up a position in the foreign service in Prussia and had eventually become ambassador.


That was why Joshua and Beatrice had only recently met Aunt Lydia and her two sons by Uncle Maurice. They’d returned to the estate after Uncle Armie had died, leaving Uncle Maurice to inherit.


Then Uncle Maurice had died, and their cousin Sheridan had become the new Duke of Armitage. Sheridan’s younger brother, Heywood, would be heir to the title if Sheridan didn’t spawn an heir himself.


Being the son of the youngest Wolfe brother, Joshua could only inherit the title if Sheridan and Heywood died without siring heirs. Because they were both young and healthy, that wasn’t likely to happen.


Not that he cared to be duke. Having seen Sheridan struggle to keep the estate from falling into arrears, Joshua wanted no part of it. What he wanted was to be taken off half-pay so he could return to the Royal Marines. Unfortunately, the state of his leg made that unlikely, especially when the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies wouldn’t even answer his letters.


Suddenly he realized that Lady Gwyn was speaking to him. “Hmm?” he asked.


“We’re here.”


He gazed up at the imposing Armitage Hall and sighed. “Right.” Time to have an uncomfortable conversation with her brother, the Duke of Thornstock, whom he barely knew.


They entered the hall and were told that the duke was in the writing room. Joshua wondered what use Thornstock was making of the cramped space fitted with only a writing desk and a bookshelf containing almanacs going back some years. Somehow, Joshua doubted that the man was doing any reading. Thornstock didn’t seem the type.


As it turned out, the duke had found the very excellent brandy that was kept there. He was also writing intently, and apparently not being too pleased with the result because balls of crumpled foolscap littered the floor.


“Don’t tell me—you’re writing a play like your namesake, Marlowe,” Lady Gwyn said. “Mother will be so proud.”


It was the only time Joshua had ever heard Thornstock’s Christian name, which, he must assume, had been chosen in homage to Christopher Marlowe, the playwright. One of Joshua’s favorites, in fact.


Thornstock’s head shot up, and he scowled at his twin. “Dukes don’t write plays, remember? But we do write a bloody great number of letters.”


Joshua didn’t miss how the duke slid the one he’d been writing into the top drawer of the writing table.


Smirking at her brother, Lady Gwyn gestured to the balls of paper. “It must be quite the important letter to require so many drafts.”


Lady Gwyn was clearly poking at Thornstock as usual. Those two had a contentious relationship, rather like the one between Joshua and Beatrice before she’d married so well. Except that his and Beatrice’s had been fueled by the desperation of their situation, whereas Lady Gwyn and her brother were both rich. So what was it that fueled their acrimony?


No, he didn’t care. It wasn’t his problem. Lady Gwyn wasn’t his problem.


Thornstock rose to acknowledge Joshua with a nod. “So, what brings Sheridan’s gamekeeper and my favorite sister here to grace me with their presence?”


“Favorite? Do you have another sister I don’t know about?” Lady Gwyn asked archly.


“I hope not. One is all I can handle.”


Joshua had seen the twins spend hours sniping at each other. He had no patience for it today. “Forgive the intrusion, Your Grace, but we just encountered Lionel Malet on the grounds.”


“What?” Thornstock hurried to the small window to look out. “Where? How long ago?”


Lady Gwyn leaned close to whisper, “You could have broken it to him more gently.”


“Unlike the two of you, I don’t have all day.” Joshua faced the duke. “Malet accosted your sister on the bridge near the dower house. Fortunately, I saw them and threatened him with my pistol before he could do more than that. I made sure he left the estate, but I can’t promise he won’t return.”


“It wouldn’t matter if he did.” Lady Gwyn sniffed. “We’ll be in London by then.”


“All the more reason to keep an eye on him,” Joshua said. The woman was more stubborn than greyhounds rooting out a hare.


With his brow furrowing, Thornstock strode back to the writing table. “Was Malet armed?”


“Not that I saw,” Joshua said. “He did try to steal the pistol you gave Lady Gwyn to carry for her safety.”


Thornstock’s gaze shot to Lady Gwyn, and a muscle worked in his jaw. That was proof enough for Joshua that the woman had been lying about how she had acquired her brother’s pistol.


“Did you think to load the pistol I gave you, Gwyn?” the duke said, with sarcastic emphasis on the word “gave.”


There was a certain defiance in the way she looked at her brother. “Of course not. Loading it would require some knowledge of how to use the thing, and you haven’t bothered to teach it to me.”


Joshua was impressed by how she’d turned her dangerous act into a fault of her brother’s. Thank God Beatrice hadn’t picked up that skill.


“Right,” Thornstock said blandly. “In that case, perhaps you should return it, because it’s always unwise to brandish a weapon you aren’t prepared to use.”


“Exactly what I told her,” Joshua said.


Thornstock smiled at him. “I see you are growing used to the fact that my sister rarely listens to what she is told.”


“Now see here—” Lady Gwyn began.


“Not to mention,” Thornstock went on, ignoring her, “that the pistol is worth a bloody fortune.”


“Then I suppose it’s a good thing I didn’t allow Malet to steal it,” Joshua said.


“Indeed.” Thornstock cast his sister an enigmatic look. “Hand it over, Gwyn.”


Lady Gwyn smiled. “Wouldn’t it be better if you simply taught me how to shoot?”


“I shudder to think of you armed to the teeth for your debut.” Thornstock held out his hand. “Give it over, Sis.”


“Oh, all right,” she grumbled, and slapped it into his hand hard enough to make him wince.


Thornstock narrowed his gaze on her. “Wolfe, would you mind giving me a few moments alone with my sister?”


Joshua bowed, glad to finally leave the twins to their own devices. “Take as much time as you need. I have work to attend to.”


But when he turned for the door, the duke said, “Actually, Wolfe, I’d like you to wait in the hall until I’ve finished my discussion with Gwyn.”


Her ladyship paled. “Why?”


Joshua wondered the same thing but had the good sense not to ask.


Thornstock ignored her question anyway. “If you don’t mind waiting, sir.”


Joshua wasn’t fool enough to tell the man the truth—that the prospect of being around Lady Gwyn any longer would unsettle a saint. “I can wait.”


“I promise it won’t take long.” Thornstock headed over to open the door.


With a terse nod, Joshua walked out, tensing as the door shut behind him. Nothing like being summarily dismissed. He wasn’t certain which was worse—being treated like a servant by a man his own age or being asked to wait around for her bloody ladyship.


Not that it mattered. Beggars, especially lame ones, couldn’t be choosers. All the more reason he had to find a better situation for himself soon. Because his life at the Armitage estate became more intolerable by the day.


Gwyn glared at her brother. “You didn’t have to be rude to him.”


“Was I rude?” Thorn paused. “Ah, you’re simply trying to change the subject. But I know better than to fall for that.”


“You caught me,” she lied. Because she’d never be able to explain to her twin the anger that had welled up in her when Thorn had shut the door practically in Joshua’s face.


Thorn pointed to the only other chair in the small room. “Take a seat,” he ordered as he sat down behind the writing table. “I want to hear the truth about what went on between you and Malet.”


“I already told you the truth.”


His eyes turned a stormy gray. “Not the whole truth, I suspect.”


A pox on Thorn for knowing her so well. The blessing—and the curse—of being twins was their inability to hide much from each other.


Wondering what to say to put him off, she ambled over to the chair. Thorn absolutely could not learn the “whole truth” of this. But a version of it might suffice, especially one that made her sound like a fool. Brothers always seemed to consider their sisters fools, and Thorn clearly had thought her one since the day he’d paid off Lionel in Berlin.


“I received a note from Mr. Malet this morning,” Gwyn said. “He told me he wanted to talk about renewing our former . . . acquaintance.”


Thorn shot to his feet. “And you agreed to meet him, just like that? What possessed you to do such a damned foolish thing when you knew he’d tried to kidnap an heiress before?”


“I borrowed your pistol. I figured brandishing it would keep me safe enough.”


Thorn stalked up to her chair. “Obviously, it did not.”


“Which is precisely why you should teach me how to use the thing,” she said, meeting his irate gaze with her steady one.


“Over my dead body,” he growled.


“Or mine.”


A flush rose in his face. “I am never teaching you to load or fire a gun, so put that thought right out of your head!”


“Then do not be surprised if I get into trouble in London.”


Looking positively apoplectic, he paced the room before halting in front of her. “Trouble with Malet, you mean.”


“Of course not.” Or at least not the kind Thorn was thinking of. “I assure you, I lost any fondness for Mr. Malet years ago.”


Thorn looked skeptical, which was rather ironic because she meant every word. “Then why did you go alone to meet him?”


“To tell him what I just told you—that I want nothing more to do with him and he must leave me alone. I knew if I didn’t give him an emphatic refusal in person, he would assume you were forcing me to refuse him and then he’d continue to plague me. But I made myself very clear. He just didn’t like what I was saying.”


Thorn crossed his arms over his chest. “Then what did you mean just now when you spoke of getting into trouble in London?”


“I meant that with men being the reckless, unpredictable creatures they are—and with my being an heiress—I might experience some difficulties during my debut. And having a weapon for protection might solve that.”


“Having me around all the time would be more likely to solve it,” he growled.


Her heart skipped a beat. “Absolutely not.” If Thorn was constantly about, she’d never be able to pay Mr. Malet his money. She rose to face down her brother. “I can’t have you hovering over me during the entirety of my debut. Not only will it frighten off all my suitors, but you don’t even like marriage marts, so you’ll be bored, which always makes you annoying. I prefer more pleasant company when I attend balls, thank you very much.”


He opened his mouth, then thought better of whatever he meant to say. Instead, he released a heavy sigh. “What am I to do with you, Liebchen?”


The familiar endearment didn’t dissuade her from her purpose. “Be my brother, not my father,” she said softly. “I already have a nosy mother; that’s parent enough for me. I’m thirty, for pity’s sake. Don’t you think it’s about time you stopped hanging about me like a matron acting as my chaperone?”


Though he stiffened at the insulting comparison, he said, “I only wish I could stop, believe me.”


“Perhaps if you trusted me for a change—”


“I do trust you. It’s all the fortune-hunting arses in society I don’t trust. Like Malet. And speaking of him, did Wolfe overhear enough of your conversation to realize that you were once nearly engaged to the bastard?”


“I don’t think so. The major wasn’t close enough to us for that.”


Thorn released a breath. “Thank God. It wouldn’t do for people in society to learn that you were once involved with Malet. The gossip about his being cashiered—and why—has already filtered out to those in the highest ranks of society, and he is persona non grata there. So people might make unfounded speculations about you if it becomes known that you almost married the scoundrel ten years ago.”
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