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Author’s Note to the 

20th Anniversary Edition
 

When the Lambourne Legacy was first published in 2005, I was a different writer, in a different world. Two decades later, it’s both surreal and deeply gratifying to return to this story—one that launched an entire series and introduced readers to the Lambourne family for the very first time.

This special 20th anniversary edition has been re-edited and thoughtfully reworked with today’s readers in mind. Language, pacing, and narrative structure have all been refined to reflect the evolution of my voice as an author, while still preserving the heart of the original story.

Some scenes have been revised or expanded, and certain moments—ones that no longer align with the values or sensitivities of today’s audience—have been reimagined. What remains is a story that I hope feels both timeless and refreshed.

[image: Signed Victoria Oliveri]Whether you are discovering this tale for the first time or returning to it after many years, thank you. Your support has allowed me to grow not just as a writer, but as a storyteller—and that is a gift I do not take lightly.

With gratitude, 
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Huntsbridge Townhome, Mayfair
Spring, 1814
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The letter still lay open on Dane Lambourne’s desk, untouched since he had read it.

He had not moved since.

The words were simple, composed with care, likely written by a trembling hand, but they struck with the precision of a blade.

He passed quietly in the night.

Thomas.

The name pulsed behind Dane’s eyes, unrelenting. He stared down at the page, willing it to shift, to change, to undo itself. But the ink remained sharp. Final. There was no mistake. No ambiguity. No room for hope.

His brother was gone.

Not felled by a duel or lost in battle. Not through some noble sacrifice or scandalous end.

Lung fever. In a borrowed bed. With no family near.

Dane’s fingers curled against the desk until the wood dug into his palms. His chest ached with the pressure of breath he could not release.

Thomas had never been sick. Not even as a boy, when the rest of them had been bedridden with scarlet fever. Thomas had stood at the threshold, cool cloth in hand, the perfect heir, the one no illness dared touch.

The house around him was too quiet. A fire crackled softly behind him. Outside, the bells of St. George’s rang out the hour. Somewhere below stairs, a door closed. Footsteps moved across the marble. A servant moved about their duties.

Life went on.

But everything had changed.

Dane stood slowly and turned from the desk. He crossed the room to the window and pressed his fingers to the glass, the chill grounding him. He wanted to stay in this moment, untouched by what came next. But there was no time.

He was the Earl now.

He had no desire for the title. He had never shaped his life for it. He had made peace with being the second son. He had found purpose there.

And now, without warning, this was his new life.

A quiet knock drew his attention. Jameson, his valet, stepped inside without waiting, holding a coat over one arm and a lint brush in the other.

“Your coat is ready, my lord. Shall I prepare your mourning clothes?”

Dane’s voice came rough. “Not yet. I won’t wear them until the family knows.”

“Understood. Shall I wake Lord Archer?”

“Is he ill?”

“No, my lord. Just late returning. I believe the morning found him first.”

Dane sighed. “Wake him. I want both him and Carson in the study.”

Jameson nodded once, then turned and left with his usual quiet efficiency.

Dane followed a moment later, walking the long corridor with steady, deliberate steps. The portraits on the wall seemed to watch him, silent witnesses to his inheritance.

Halfway down, he passed the newest frame.

Thomas.

Painted just two years prior, his brother stood regal in the ceremonial robes of the earldom, the deep crimson and ermine trimmed velvet falling cleanly over one shoulder. Atop his head sat the coronet of Huntsbridge, gleaming in the diffused morning light.

Dane stopped.

The likeness was precise. Thomas’s eyes, that familiar shade of arresting blue, stared out with calm authority. His shoulders were square, his posture perfect, the weight of the title worn not only in regalia, but in his bearing.

There had never been a doubt in Thomas. Not in duty. Not in legacy.

Dane’s mouth went dry. He felt suddenly smaller, ill-fitted to the shadow that hung in the frame.

He’d never been given guidance. Not one word about the what if. It wasn’t just that Dane never wanted the job, he was never trained to accept the role. He could ride well, play cards like a hustler, and manage the books of the house with his eyes closed. But this? It wasn’t him. It was never him.

He forced himself forward, though the air felt heavier with each step.

His footsteps were the only sound.

He found Carson standing at the base of the staircase, newspaper tucked under one arm, cravat slightly undone. He looked far too relaxed for what the morning had brought.

“Well,” Carson said with a smile, “you look like you’ve swallowed glass. Bad news?”

Dane didn’t answer. He simply held out a hand. “Study. Now.”

Carson blinked, his expression shifting. He handed off the paper and followed.

The study was warm from the fire, the heavy curtains drawn back just enough to let in the pale spring light. Dane remained standing while Carson took a seat, watching him in silence.

A few minutes later, Archer entered with tousled hair and a half-tied cravat.

“You might have let me dress first,” he muttered.

“Close the door.”

Archer did so, then turned to face him.

Dane looked at them both. Carson with his arms folded. Archer rubbed sleep from his eyes but was already aware that something was wrong.

The words came slowly. Heavy.

“Thomas is dead.”

Archer stared at him, as if waiting for a punchline that did not come.

“What are you talking about?”

“He died in Grantham. Lung fever.”

Carson straightened in his chair. “No. That can’t be. Thomas has never been ill. Not in his life.”

Dane didn’t answer. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the letter, offering it. Archer took it before Carson could.

As Archer read, Carson rose and walked to the window. He turned his back, shoulders tense.

“Does Father know?”

“Not yet. I’m going to Northampton this afternoon to tell him. And Lilianne. She’s still at Lambourne House with Aunt Trudy.”

Archer lowered the letter. His mouth was a thin line.

“He was supposed to outlive us all,” he said quietly. “Bloody hell.”

Dane nodded faintly. It was the closest thing to truth he had heard all morning.

“We’ll get through it,” he said, though he wasn’t sure how.

Carson turned from the window. “You won’t go alone. I’ll come with you.”

“Thank you,” Dane said.

“I’ll have the carriage brought around.” Carson left the room without waiting for approval, leaving the door open behind him.

Archer folded the letter and handed it back. He didn’t say another word. He just followed.

Dane remained where he was, alone in the study. The fire whispered behind him. The letter heavy in his hand.

Outside, the bells of St. George’s had stopped ringing, but their echo lingered in the air like the sorrow that would not fade.
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Lambourne House

Great Cumberland Place, London
The carriage rolled to a stop in front of Lambourne House, its iron gate standing open as if the house itself expected him.

Dane remained seated a moment longer, staring through the glass at the familiar façade. It was stately, graceful, and unchanging. The hedges were clipped to their usual perfection. The windows sparkled from a recent polish.

But inside, nothing would be the same.

“Wait for me,” he said to Carson. “This won’t take long.”

His brother gave a silent nod and looked away, hands folded in his lap. Neither of them had spoken much since leaving his apartment.

Dane stepped out into the wind, his coat already gathering chill. As the footman closed the door behind him, he squared his shoulders and ascended the front steps like a man heading to battle.

Reynolds, the butler, answered on the second knock.

“Lord Dane,” he said with a bow. “We were not expecting you.”

“Is my sister at home?”

“She is, my lord. Lady Lilianne is in the drawing room. Lady Trudy is upstairs, but I shall fetch her.”

“Do that. And have a decanter brought in, something strong.”

“Of course, my lord.”

Dane entered the front hall, a wave of memory tightening in his throat. He had grown up in this house, run through these corridors, ducked punishment in that same drawing room.

He stepped into the room.

Lilianne sat on the settee near the window, a book open in her lap. Morning light pooled around her like something from a painting, soft and golden.

“Dane?” she said with a wide smile as she noted his entrance. “This is unexpected. You never visit anymore. You’ve become a dreadful brother.”

He couldn’t speak. Not yet.

She stood and moved toward him but stopped when she saw his face.

“What is the matter?”

“Come here,” he said, opening his arms.

She stepped into them, confused but willing, and he held her close. Her head tucked beneath his chin, just as it had when she was a child.

“You’re frightening me,” she whispered.

“I know and I’m sorry.”

Aunt Trudy swept in with a flourish, gown rustling, cheeks flushed from the stairs.

“Dane? What on earth is—”

“Thomas has died,” he said simply.

The room went still.

Lilianne drew back slowly, her eyes wide and unblinking.

“No,” she said. “No, you must be wrong.”

“I’m not.”

“But he wrote to us. He said he’d be returning this week.”

“He fell ill in Grantham. Lung fever. He died Saturday night.”

Aunt Trudy dropped into a chair with a loud gasp and immediately began weeping into a handkerchief that appeared from her sleeve.

Lilianne turned away, pressing her hands to her face. A strangled sound escaped her throat.

Dane stepped toward her, but she shook her head violently.

“No,” she said again, her voice breaking. “No, he can’t be—”

She ran from the room.

Dane didn’t follow. Not right away.

“This will kill your father,” Aunt Trudy said through tears. “He won’t survive this. That poor, beautiful boy.”

“Carson and I are going to see him next,” Dane said. “I wanted you both to hear it from me first.”

“Bless you,” she sobbed. “You are so strong, dear boy. Just like your mother.”

He didn’t feel strong. He felt like a helpless child.

Climbing the stairs to Lilianne’s room he took a deep breath and knocked gently.

“Lil...”

No answer, just muffled crying. He turned the knob. It was not locked.

Lilianne was curled on her bed, face buried in the pillows, shoulders trembling. He sat beside her and laid a hand on her back.

“I know,” he said softly. “It’s too much. I feel it too.”

She turned over and stared at him, her face red and wet.

“You’re the Earl now,” she whispered. “It doesn’t feel real.”

“Nor does his death.”

“Will you come to live here now?”

That was something he hadn’t even thought about until she mentioned it. Lambourne House was where the Earl lived. It was where Thomas had lived.

“Eventually. I’ll need time to settle affairs. There is much to do.”

She nodded, then sat up abruptly.

“I don’t have anything black to wear.”

Dane let out a quiet breath.

“We’ll take care of it. I’ll speak with Aunt Trudy.”

“She’ll be no help. She’ll make everything about her.”

He smiled faintly. “Then I’ll speak with the staff.”

She looked at him for a long moment, her lip trembling.

“Please see that Father is all right.”

“I will.”

He kissed her forehead and stood. She lay back down, exhausted.

Downstairs, Aunt Trudy was still sobbing into a fresh handkerchief as he informed the household. The staff was efficient and somber. The butler took command without question. He would coordinate with Dane’s staff.

As Dane stepped out into the afternoon light, Carson stood waiting at the open carriage door.

“Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

They climbed inside and the carriage lurched forward, wheels clattering softly over the cobbles. The ride to Northampton was long and increasingly cold. The silence stretched between them like fabric stretched too tight.

The carriage rolled into the courtyard at Huntsbridge Hall just past four. The estate rose in front of them like a mausoleum, its grey stone facade mottled with age, its windows as blank as ever.

As they pulled under the portico, the livery stepped out at once to tend to the horses. The door opened before they had even descended.

“Lord Dane. Lord Carson,” came the measured voice of Phillips, the butler. The old man bowed low. “We were not expecting you.”

“Evening, Phillips,” Dane said, stepping down. “I trust my father is well enough to receive a visitor.”

“He has had a tolerable day, my lord. Would you like me to inform him of your arrival?”

Dane shook his head. “No. I will speak to him directly. But before I do, I need the staff to be informed. Thomas has died. He fell ill in Grantham and passed Saturday last.”

The butler went pale. His composure faltered, but only slightly.

“Dear Lord,” he said, his hand briefly touching his chest. “Forgive me, my lord. I did not know.”

“We’ve just come from telling the rest of the family. Arrangements will need to be made. I’ll inform my father. But I ask that you see to the house in the meantime.”

“Of course, my lord. I shall inform the household at once. Would you like mourning bunting put up?”

“Yes. Discreetly, for now.”

“Very good.”

Carson shifted beside him, silent but watchful.

Dane gave Phillips a brief nod and turned toward the inner hall.

“I’ll go to him alone,” Dane said to Carson. “You can settle in. We’ll leave for Grantham in the morning.”

Carson didn’t argue. He simply clasped Dane’s shoulder, gave it a light squeeze, and let him go.

It was a sobering trek for Dane. Each footstep landed heavily as he padded along the carpeted corridor until he stood outside the heavy, oaken doors that led to his father’s rooms.

They were foreboding doors, thick and trimmed in wrought iron, as if to caution all who approached that these rooms were not to be disturbed frivolously. He had never known anyone but Thomas to go in uninvited.

Thomas had been the special one. First born. First loved. And he had been born knowing he was an Earl.

What was worse, the Marchioness—his father’s first and only love—had died giving birth to him. Thomas had been her mirror image, and that made him untouchable in their father’s eyes.

Dane never had a chance. None of them did.

When his father remarried, the woman who became Dane’s mother was nothing more than a vessel. The old man had no affection for her. He hadn’t needed her. He already had his heir. But his solicitors had advised him that a new wife and more children would strengthen the family line and solidify the title.

So, she did her duty. She bore him more children, seven in all.

Dane had been her first. Three others were lost before Archer was born, healthy and screaming, seven years later. Carson and Lilianne came in quick succession. Lilianne had been her last. Like the woman who came before her, Dane’s mother had died in childbirth.

Dane had not been close to her. He had never been allowed to be. But he remembered feeling oddly happy for her when she died.

Even at nine years old, he had known she would be better off where she was going than she ever had been with the man who kept her.

It was a bitter truth for a child to carry. And Dane had never forgiven his father for planting such cold detestation so early in his heart.

Now, as he stood before the heavy doors that loomed like a tomb’s gate, Dane set his jaw, steadied himself, and gripped the handles.

The room beyond was drab and worn. The furnishings had not changed since he was a boy. The carpets were thin. The draperies, yellowed. It all smelled faintly of dust and despair.

His father had lived in mourning since the first Marchioness died, and he had never once tried to hide it. The dreariness clung to the walls like mold.

Dane’s gaze swept the room, and he spotted a figure by the window, wrapped in a heavy blanket, half-blended into the grey surroundings.

He walked forward with firm steps, hands clasped behind his back. His throat burned with the truth he carried.

“Why have you come? I sent no invitation.”

Dane wasn’t surprised. His father did not turn to face him. His eyes remained fixed on the window, on nothing at all.

“Good evening, Father,” Dane said dryly, taking a seat beside him. “I’m pleased to see you so... fit.”

“Do not mock me, boy,” the old man growled, his voice frail but sharp. “You were not invited, and I do not recall hearing you knock.”

“Please excuse my discourteous behavior, my lord, but I come with difficult news.”

“Couldn’t you have sent a letter instead of barging into my home?”

The words landed like a slap. Dane had lived at Huntsbridge Hall for years, had bled and grown and hardened under its roof. And now, his father treated him like a stranger.

Rage pressed against his ribs. The hatred he thought he had buried rose like a tide.

“Thomas is dead, Father,” he said, his voice cold and clipped. “Your flawless golden child is no more.”

He began to pace. “Holt sent word from Grantham. He fell ill on his tour last week. Lung fever. He will be interred at Saint Sebastian’s in a few days. If you have anything to say on the matter, speak now. Otherwise, I will see it handled myself.”

His father said nothing.

Not a gasp. Not a blink.

Dane glanced at his watch, then turned to leave.

“Carson and I will stay the night. We leave for Grantham in the morning to meet the vicar and Holt. I’m sure the wills and exchanges will be addressed. Holt will call on you soon. I promise to get out of your way as quickly as possible.”

He looked back at the still figure in the chair.

“Do forgive the interruption, my lord,” he said bitterly, and opened the door, slamming it as he left.

He had made it several paces down the hall when he heard the sound.

His father’s wail tore through the silence. Loud. Jagged. Almost inhuman. And it was the first time Dane had ever experienced any kind of emotion from that man, but it didn’t move him because none of it was for him. It was all for Thomas and that made it all the more despicable.

And so Dane did not stop. He kept moving forward.

He had already heard enough.
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Chapter Three
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Lady Nichola Crawford sat in the corner of the modiste's shop, bored out of her mind. Silk, satin, fine linens... fabrics in all colors of the rainbow surrounded her, yet none could hold her interest. Her sister, Madeleine, stood atop the dais in a cascade of emerald organza, drawing the eye of every seamstress in the room.

Nichola watched her in silence. Madeleine was always the center of attention. With her flaming red-gold hair and pale, elegant features, she didn’t need to be adorned like a Christmas goose, but she insisted on it anyway.

As their mother continued to trade barbs with the shopkeeper asking for more and more expensive fabrics in more outrageous colors, Nichola couldn't help but seethe over the expense of it all. And for what? Madeleine had a hundred gowns that were more than adequate for the ball, each one cut for her. Each one costing a huge sum, now boxed away after one wear. And what would another costly gown bring? More suitors that she would tire of? It made her want to rage. The gown was simply redundant. A superfluous expense, considering her sister’s natural currency was already valued so highly.

Nichola preferred the comfort of muslin and the quiet of her own thoughts to the frills and fanfare her sister adored.

"What do you think of this, Mama?" Madeleine cooed, fluffing the fabric at her shoulder.

Their mother tilted her head this way and that, examining the color with a critical eye.

"Do you really believe that shade suits you, dearest? Perhaps something paler."

"I think it’s rather pretty and contrasts well with your hair," Nichola offered from her chair.

Madeleine grimaced and flicked the fabric aside with a dramatic sigh.

"Something paler then. Perhaps blue," she said, with a pointed look at Nichola.

Nichola stood and gave a sigh. "I’m going to take some air."

"You are not leaving this shop without an escort, young lady," her mother snapped. "Take Lydia with you."

The sheepish maid gave a bob and joined her at the door.

Nichola stepped outside into the bustle of Bond Street and let out a long breath. The sun felt glorious after the stifling press of fabric and family.

"Anywhere but in there," she muttered to Lydia. "I daresay I was about to faint from sheer boredom."

They strolled north toward Oxford Street, peering into shop windows and sharing a few quiet laughs. Eventually, the press of the crowd became too much, and Nichola ducked into a confectioner’s shop.

She stopped in wonder. Glass cases gleamed with sugary delicacies, each one more fanciful than the last. She stepped closer, entranced.

"Do you prefer sugared rose petals or sweet dollops?"

The voice was low and smooth, and it sent a shiver up her spine.

She turned. The man beside her was tall, elegantly dressed, and possessed of the most startlingly blue eyes she had ever seen.

"I beg your pardon?"

He smiled. “I asked which you preferred. I’m buying something to cheer my sister.”

Nichola blinked, momentarily disarmed by his easy tone. “Do you not know her tastes?”

The man gave a soft laugh, glancing back into the case. “Regrettably, not as well as I should. She’s had a difficult few days.”

Nichola tilted her head slightly. "I find, when I feel down, the dollops always bring a smile to my face. If your sister is having a difficult time of it, there's nothing a bit of sugar won’t do to cheer one's spirits."

He looked at her then, really looked at her, a spark of curiosity behind his eyes. “Would you believe me if I said I was hoping for this kind of advice from a stranger?”

“Not unless you make a habit of it,” she said.

“Only when I’m fortunate enough to find one with a clear opinion.”

Her lips twitched. “In that case, choose the dollops.”

“Grand,” he said, then turned to the merchant. “A half-pound, if you please.”

"Yes, my lord," the man replied.

"Your sister is fortunate," she said lightly. "To have such a thoughtful brother."

He turned back to her. "I daresay I am the fortunate one."

The words made her blush. She fanned herself quickly, trying to regain her composure.

"Thank you for your counsel, dear lady," he said with a bow. "Enjoy your day."

She could only nod as he left the shop, the scent of leather and sugar lingering behind him.

"Who was that?" Lydia asked. "My, what a handsome man."

Nichola turned to the shopkeeper. "Pray, who was that gentleman?"

"The new Earl of Huntsbridge, my lady."

Her face went red.

"Oh dear," Lydia whispered. "The infamous Rake of Mayfair."

"Indeed," Nichola murmured.

Outside, Dane stood for a moment on the walk, stunned. He had meant to buy sweets for Lilianne. He had meant to keep his head. But the woman in the shop had undone him.

He did not know her name. He only knew her voice, her smile, and the way her presence had rattled him.

He cursed himself, turned, and climbed into his carriage.

"Home," he told the driver, adjusting his coat with irritation.

Back on the street, Nichola lingered. She scanned the crowd, searching for blue eyes she knew she wouldn’t find. Her heart beat far too fast for what had been a simple exchange.

"Nichola!"

Her mother’s voice cut through the din. Nichola flinched and turned.

"Where have you been? What will people think? You cannot wander off like this."

"Lydia was with me," Nichola replied, blushing for an entirely different reason now.

"You will inform me next time," her mother huffed.

"Yes, Mother."

Madeleine preened beside her. "I have found the perfect fabric."

"Of course you have," Nichola sighed.

"Jealousy is unbecoming," Madeleine said sweetly.

Nichola laughed. "What could I possibly be jealous of?"

"You are always in my shadow," Madeleine said, smiling as if it were the highest compliment.

Their mother groaned. "Please. Not another word. Into the carriage, all of you."

Nichola followed them, pausing to give the coachman a grateful smile as he helped her up.

The ride home was filled with talk of claret fabric and bronze thread. Nichola barely listened.

Back at Portman Square, Nichola felt the mood of the city house close around her like a corset drawn too tight. She handed off her Spencer and bonnet to the maid, watching as Lydia hurried after her mother and sister, who were already fussing over the parcels being carried in from the carriage.

She slipped away, drawn more by habit than intention, and made for her father’s study. The sound of voices reached her before her hand met the door. She paused, smoothed her skirts, and knocked gently.

“Come in,” came her father’s voice.

She stepped inside, offering a warm smile. “Good afternoon, Father. Are you busy?”

He looked up from his decanter, his expression softening. “Nichola. No, not too busy for you.” He gestured to the room’s other occupant. “Have you met the Earl of Greyson?”

She turned toward the tall man rising from the armchair near the hearth.

He was handsome in the way that made one suspicious—perfectly tailored, perfectly poised, with a smile that looked rehearsed in a mirror.

Nichola dropped a polite curtsy. “A pleasure to meet you, my lord.”

He bowed with elegant precision. “Lady Nichola. I was just telling your father how delighted I am to hear you and Lady Madeleine will be attending Lady Bartlett’s gathering.”

“You honor us with your attention.”

He stepped a fraction closer. Not quite improper, but too near all the same. “Might I be so bold as to claim a dance? Provided, of course, that my betrothed has no objection.”

“Of course,” she said, her voice a touch too bright. “If she does not object, I would be happy to.”

His smile widened. “Gracious and charming. A rare combination.”

Nichola flushed, the compliment landing too heavily. Something about his gaze lingered too long.

“Please excuse me,” she said quickly. “It was an honor to make your acquaintance.”

“The pleasure was mine.” He bowed once more as she made her retreat.

She stepped out and closed the door softly behind her, then leaned against the wall, drawing a slow breath. The air in the corridor felt cooler than the room. Cleaner.

Greyson was attractive, charming, and well-mannered. On paper, he was everything a woman should want.

So why did his words feel like a net closing around her throat?

And why, for the life of her, could she not stop thinking about the man in the sweet shop?
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Chapter Four
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Dane woke to silence.

Not the heavy silence of Huntsbridge Hall. Not the hollow, echoing kind that settled after wailing grief. But the kind that wrapped itself around him like a second skin. Familiar. Personal. Unforgiving.

He stared at the ceiling of his bedroom, still in the clothes he had fallen asleep in. The cravat had come loose at some point. His coat was hanging over the armchair. He hadn’t remembered removing it.

Grantham was behind him now.

The vicar had spoken the words. The earth had swallowed the casket. Lilianne had stood beside him the whole time, unflinching. Carson and Archer had not said much, which Dane appreciated. Their father did not make an appearance.

The funeral had been dignified. Cold. Final.

And yet, nothing inside him felt resolved.

A soft knock stirred the quiet.

“Come in,” Dane said, voice rough from lack of sleep and strain.

The door opened slowly, and Lilianne stepped inside. She was already dressed in black, her hair pinned up and her hands cupped around a steaming teacup.

He blinked at her. “Lil?”

She offered a small nod and stepped in, shutting the door behind her. “You’re awake.”

“Only just,” he said, pushing himself upright. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at Lambourne House?”

“I couldn’t sleep.” She placed the teacup gently on the side table. “Carson said you hadn’t stirred since we returned. I started to worry.”

Dane let his eyes fall shut again for a moment. “You didn’t have to come all this way.”

“I needed to,” she said simply. “I didn’t want you to wake up alone.”

He didn’t respond. His throat was dry, the weight of the past week still pressing against his chest. When he finally looked at her, he saw her gaze had shifted to the crumpled parcel on the dresser.

“Were those for me?” she asked softly.

He followed her eyes. “Yes. I picked them up on Bond Street.”

“Why didn’t you give them to me?”

“I meant to. Then everything... happened.” His voice cracked slightly. “I forgot they were even there until you mentioned it.”

Lilianne walked to the dresser and ran her fingers along the edge of the paper. “You used to bring me sweets when I cried as a child.”

“I remember,” he said. “You liked the sugared petals. Then you changed your mind and decided they were too delicate and preferred the ones that hurt your teeth.”

“I never changed my mind,” she murmured. “I just didn’t want to seem fragile.”

He let out a breath, low and tired. “You’ve never been fragile.”

She turned, one hand still resting on the parcel. “Neither have you, but you’re trying too hard to pretend it doesn’t hurt.”

Dane stared at the teacup she’d left for him, watching the steam curl upward like smoke from a dying fire.

“Thomas would’ve known what to say.”

Lilianne’s mouth tightened at the mention of their brother, but she nodded without hesitation.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “He always did.”

A pause settled between them like mist. Then, without ceremony, she reached for the parcel, unwrapped it, and plucked one of the sweets from inside. She popped it into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully.

“They’re good,” she said. “I forgive you.”

Dane gave a faint smile—small, brittle, but real. It felt strange on his face, like trying on a garment that no longer fit.

She gave him a look that landed somewhere between affection and worry, then gathered the parcel in her arms.

“I’ll be downstairs,” she said. “Try not to hide in here all day.”

“I’ll try,” he murmured.

She hesitated at the door, as if wanting to say more. But in the end, she left quietly, the sound of her footsteps fading into the creak of the old townhouse stairwell.

Dane let the silence close around him once more.

His gaze returned to the tea, untouched. To the place where Lilianne had stood. To the empty space that felt no less heavy for her absence.

He rubbed a hand over his face. The stubble along his jaw scratched against his palm. He felt raw, hollowed out.

The funeral was done.

The title was his.

The ink had dried on the register. The mourners had expressed their platitudes. The family name—his name now—had been written into the ledgers of the dead.

And still, none of it felt real.

What lingered in his mind wasn’t the eulogy or the scent of lilies or the press of the crowd. It wasn’t the cold stare of his father or the weight of the ring now burning against his finger.

It was a moment in a sweet shop.

A flicker of something unexpected in a week of suffocating grief.

He could still see her there, framed in sunlight. The girl in the blue dress, her voice soft and sure, her blush creeping up her neck like the tide.

He hadn’t asked her name. Hadn’t said anything clever or gallant. But she had looked at him like she saw something important. Something other than a man made of grief and shadows.

And for one fleeting moment, he had felt like someone new.

Someone worth looking at.

Someone who might still be alive.

He sat there for a while, letting the thought bloom and stretch, taking up space he hadn’t realized was empty.

Then, slowly, Dane swung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood.

He reached for the cup, now just warm, and took a long sip.

The tea was bitter. He drank it anyway.

He dressed with slow precision, ignoring the stiffness in his limbs, the ache in his ribs, the tightness at the back of his throat. He bound his cufflinks like armor and knotted his cravat without glancing in the mirror.

In the hall below, he heard the clatter of porcelain—Lilianne, insisting the footman let her pour her own tea.

Dane glanced out the window. The London streets were bustling, indifferent. But he wasn’t.

Not anymore.

He didn’t know her name.

But he intended to find out.
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Chapter Five
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Bartlett House, Cavendish Square
A fortnight after the funeral

––––––––
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Carriages and coaches had lined the square outside Bartlett House for more than an hour. One might think royalty was expected rather than society’s usual parade of lace, titles, and whispered ambition.

Dane leaned back in the tufted leather of his barouche and shut his eyes. Another night, another crushing bore of a party. Once upon a time, the admiration would have fed his ego, but tonight it only scraped at his nerves. He no longer knew why he bothered attending these events. There was no mother pressing him to find a bride, no promise of novelty in the crowd.

Still, here he was.

His barouche had stopped several blocks away, and he didn’t mind in the least. It gave him more time to stretch out his legs and delay the inevitable.

“Good evening, Lord Huntsbridge.”

The Duchess of Ramsgate approached with all the dignity her seventy-some years allowed. Her gown shimmered with gold embroidery, and her fan trembled in her hand more from habit than chill.

“Your Grace,” Dane greeted her, stepping down with polished grace and kissing her cheek. “Out on your own tonight?”

“Hardly. My husband stormed ahead. The gaming tables call louder than I do these days.” She smiled like a woman who knew exactly what kind of life she had earned.

“Shall I escort you in his stead?”

She tucked her hand into the crook of his arm, grinning. “If I were thirty years younger, my lord, I might take advantage of the offer.”

Dane chuckled. “If I were thirty years older, I might let you.”

“You’re just like your father,” she said fondly, then caught the flicker in Dane’s expression. “That wasn’t a compliment, was it?”

“Not quite,” he replied evenly.

The duchess chuckled and patted his arm with her closed fan. “Don’t worry. I always liked you better. A handsome rogue is far easier to forgive when he smiles.”

“Then I shall smile all evening, Your Grace.”

“See that you do. But mind your manners. Gossip moves faster than truth among these people.”

With that, he released her and she vanished into a crowd of admirers.

Dane exhaled slowly. The moment she disappeared, the old restlessness returned. Too many people. Too many expectations. The same glassy-eyed debutantes, the same opportunistic matrons. And now, the added twist of being addressed as an earl at every turn.

He snatched a flute of champagne from a passing tray and drained half of it in one swallow.

“There you are,” came a cheerful clap on the back. “Or should I call you Hunt now?”

Dane choked, coughed, and then glared at Grey, who wore the satisfied grin of a man used to being irritating.

“Don’t call me that,” Dane muttered. 

Grey lifted both hands. “Understood. But you made it. I was beginning to think you’d duck out.”

“Wild horses couldn’t keep me away,” Dane said flatly, finishing his drink.
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