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      THE UNSUITABLE DUKE

      
        
        An enemies-to-lovers romance…

      

        

      
        When they were children, Ellen Laughton considered the Duke of Castlefield her best friend. But when he learned their parents were hoping they'd marry one day, he did what any boy of twelve would do—he pushed her away.

      

        

      
        She’s been angry with him ever since.

      

        

      
        By the time Castlefield realized there was only one woman for him, Ellen was already betrothed to another. Now that she’s a widow and out of mourning, he is determined to win back her friendship and her heart.

      

        

      
        But when Ellen learns about the role he played in her husband’s death, will she be able to forgive Castlefield’s betrayal?
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        * * *

      

      THE UNEXPECTED MARQUESS

      
        
        A new Marquess, a chance meeting, and a hidden identity…

      

        

      
        He was simply John Evans when he enlisted ten years ago. But when John returns to England after the war against Napoleon is over, he gains an unexpected title—the Marquess of Lowenbrock.

      

        

      
        Niece to the former marquess, bluestocking Amelia Weston pretends to be a barmaid for one night as research for the novel she’s writing. When one of the tavern’s patrons tries to take liberties, a handsome stranger comes to her rescue. Days later, Amelia is shocked to discover the new marquess is none other than the stranger she met all too briefly that night. The same man upon whom she’s based the hero of her novel. Unsure about his reaction to her recent adventure, she must now hide her identity even as she finds herself drawn to him.

      

        

      
        When John inherited a title and an estate, no one told him he’d also be responsible for the shy Miss Weston. But he can’t help growing closer to this woman who reminds him, at the most inconvenient times, of the voluptuous barmaid he met during his last night in London.
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        * * *

      

      THE UNWILLING VISCOUNT

      
        
        The Viscount Ashford has no immediate plans to wed. But with a mother determined to see him settled by the end of the Season, he must do what he can to salvage his freedom. Which leaves him with one choice—convince Miss Mary Trenton to accept his pretend suit. The woman he’s come to think of as a friend is impervious to his charms, and that makes her the perfect choice for this pretend courtship.

      

        

      
        Mary has no illusions that Ashford would look twice at her under normal circumstances. Agreeing to help him will allow her to experience what it is like to have a man pursue her. But somewhere along the way, while enjoying the gossip they’re stirring, the line between fiction and reality becomes blurred.

      

        

      
        Is it possible the attraction she’s feeling for Ashford might be reciprocated?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        To learn about Suzanna Medeiros's future books (and to receive a bonus short story!) you can sign up for her newsletter at:

        https://www.suzannamedeiros.com/newsletter
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        LANDING A LORD ~ BOOK 4

      

      

      The Duke of Castlefield has waited long enough to claim Ellen Laughton as his own. Now that she is a widow, he is determined to win her heart. But when Ellen learns about the role he played in her husband’s death, will she be able to forgive his betrayal?
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        July 1807

      

      

      The Duke of Castlefield scanned the glittering crowd from his position by the ornate garden doors. She was here, deuce take it. He could feel it in his bones.

      For what felt like the hundredth time, his eyes swept over the women currently partnered on the ballroom floor before he started skimming over the guests gathered along the outer edges of the brightly lit room. But the stubborn bane of his existence remained hidden. The fact that everyone wore masks to conceal their identity wasn’t the impediment. He’d know Ellen anywhere. Which meant she was biding her time before making her presence known.

      If he remained patient, she’d eventually reveal herself. She wouldn’t be able to resist the desire to harass him. He was counting on that now as he slipped through the open doors that led out to the gardens. He made his way to the far side of the balcony and turned to look out into the darkness. He wasn’t the only person outside that evening, but he was the only one who hadn’t sought a darkened corner for his meeting. He stood alone, light from the ballroom spilling out onto the balcony and making his figure visible. He did want to be found after all.

      He didn’t have to wait long before he sensed movement to his left. Still, he continued to stare out at the lush greenery before him, his every instinct on high alert as she moved closer.

      I have you now, he thought, resisting the urge to smile. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”

      She moved into position beside him, taking up a similar stance. The scent of her light perfume wrapped around him. Despite the fact they both stood looking out at the gardens, he knew she wasn’t admiring the shrubs or the planters overflowing with roses. He had her complete attention.

      “I was surprised to see you at my brother’s wedding.”

      He glanced at her then, and she returned the gesture. Their gazes met. While he couldn’t see her face behind the white mask she wore, it was hard to miss the cold indifference in her light blue eyes. He vowed to change that. He’d waited long enough for her, and he was no longer a young man. “My closest friend finally weds, and you didn’t expect me to be there?”

      She lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug but said nothing. She didn’t have to.

      Her brother, Brantford, had told him he was marrying for expediency, but the fact that he’d chosen to attach himself to someone whose family had fallen into social ruin spoke volumes. His friend hadn’t said as much, but Castlefield could tell the woman in question meant something to him. More than Brantford wanted to admit. So Castlefield had agreed to stand at his friend’s side during the marriage ceremony and hadn’t pressed for details. He also hadn’t questioned how Brantford had known he was in town when he’d only just arrived in London. The man knew everything.

      Indiscreet laughter floated up from the hidden pathways of the gardens. The music inside the ballroom spilled out onto the balcony and concealed most of the noise caused by the lovers meeting under the cover of darkness, but the sound was unmistakable.

      The season was drawing to a close, and as always, society seemed almost desperate to wring every drop of enjoyment from the time that remained. Especially those who had yet to secure matches. Which meant he’d been the object of much attention over the past week as he prowled the various events, looking for Ellen.

      She was staying with her brother, but now that Brantford had left town with his new wife, Castlefield knew she’d never accept a house call from him. So in order to see her, he’d had to attend the various balls and routs, waiting for her to decide to join the game. And that was problematic—although her attendance was much sought after, she rarely went out in public anymore. Indeed, she’d kept him waiting for the past week, but Castlefield had hoped tonight’s masquerade would provide the perfect backdrop for their meeting.

      He forced his thoughts away from the reason for Ellen’s absence from society and turned to face her. She mirrored his movement.

      Castlefield took in her outfit—a violet evening dress that complemented her fair coloring and dared to hug her curves just a little too closely. She’d come prepared to make an impression, and she’d succeeded. “You look beautiful, as ever.”

      Her eyes narrowed a fraction before she hid the telltale sign that she was annoyed. “I wasn’t aware you cared one way or the other for my appearance. I certainly don’t care for your opinion on the matter.”

      He couldn’t stop the corner of his mouth from twitching in amusement. “I don’t believe that to be true.”

      She turned away and looked out over the garden again. Muffled voices in the distance revealed that more than one couple were taking advantage of the darkness and lush greenery for a rendezvous. They’d be too busy with their own activities to pay attention to the two people standing a respectable distance from one another on the balcony.

      “You’re free to believe whatever you desire. Heaven knows, I could never change your mind about anything.”

      “We’re not children any longer. Surely you can see past the actions of a callow youth.”

      “No, of course not. Why should I care that my best friend told me he no longer had time for silly girls?”

      “We were twelve when that happened. And in my defense, you’d put a snake in my bed the evening before.”

      She allowed herself to smile then. “I must admit, that still amuses me. But you deserved it.”

      He said nothing since they both knew why she’d acted out. Their parents had been friends, and being of an age, he and Ellen had grown up together and spent many summers at his family’s estate near Brighton. She hadn’t been happy when he’d started spending more time with her brother, who was two years younger. Once Brantford was old enough to be deemed interesting by Castlefield, they’d begun to exclude her from their adventures. He’d never told her what had precipitated that action. He’d overheard a conversation between their parents wherein they’d discussed their hopes that his and Ellen’s friendship would lead to a union when they were older. At the time, the very thought had horrified him, and so he’d pushed her away.

      Ellen had made no bones about her displeasure with Castlefield and Brantford. But since she adored her younger brother, Castlefield had been the one to bear the brunt of that resentment.

      But enough time had passed, and it was time to make his intentions known. “I’d like to propose that we begin anew.”

      The look she gave him was inscrutable, and he wished he could see more of her face than just her eyes through the white mask. He suspected she was trying to discern whether he had any ulterior motives. She’d never trust that his words were sincere. She’d been through too much, especially during her marriage to Laughton, to ever take a man’s word at face value.

      “Surely a man of your station can withstand a few rumors. While I find them vastly entertaining, I harbor no illusion they’ve done you any real harm.”

      If he were trying to find a suitable bride, he’d disagree with that sentiment. The whispers about his debauchery served to keep most marriage-minded mamas at bay. Those who didn’t care about the rumors, whether because they wanted access to his sizable fortune or because the salacious on-dit intrigued them, weren’t of any interest to him for anything beyond a short-term liaison.

      No, there was only one woman who’d held his interest for several years, and unfortunately it was the one standing before him now. The one who disliked him at best and who would no doubt hate him if she knew the truth about what he’d done.

      But that didn’t mean he was willing to quit the field. It was time for Ellen to learn he was the only man who could make her happy. She’d never accept his courtship, but he’d known her long enough to know she couldn’t resist a challenge.

      “I probably shouldn’t admit this, certainly not to you, but I’ve decided it’s time for me to settle down.”

      Ellen tilted her head to the side. “I wasn’t aware you were courting anyone.”

      He watched her closely as he replied. “I haven’t been, but that’s about to change.”

      Ellen didn’t seem disturbed by his announcement. “I don’t know why you’re telling me this, but I have to admit to being curious about the woman in question. Surely it’s not someone attending the ball tonight?” She gave her head a small shake as though that thought displeased her.

      “Actually, she is present tonight, but she isn’t aware of my interest. I’ll be announcing my intentions soon.”

      “Just like that? And what do you expect will happen? That she’ll fall at your feet?” She gave a wry laugh. “Of course she will. There are no innocent young misses here tonight. You’ve probably already had half the women in that room.”

      He took heart from her statement. It might just have been a simple observation, but he told himself the thought that he’d been with other women clearly annoyed her.

      “Oh, I don’t expect it to go quite as smoothly as that. In fact, I believe I’ll have a devil of a time convincing her to accept my suit.”

      Her brows rose at that. “This I will have to witness. I’ll just slip inside now and find a clear vantage point of the room. I don’t suppose you’ll give me a hint?”

      He glanced away but could feel her gaze wandering over his face, though his black domino covered enough of his features that she wouldn’t be able to see what he was thinking. He allowed a corner of his mouth to lift. “As it turns out, you don’t have to go anywhere.” He turned to meet her eyes again and lowered his voice. “She’s on the balcony.”

      Any other woman would have gazed wildly about, unable to rein in her curiosity. But Ellen had long since mastered the art of restraint. Ever so casually, she shifted position until she was leaning against the balustrade. While holding herself still, she allowed her eyes to roam over the large lit area. They were still alone, and she turned back to face him with a small huff of annoyance.

      “I should have known you were playing games. Is it even true that you have your sights set on some poor woman?”

      “Oh, it’s definitely true. In fact, I’m looking at her right now.”

      The way Ellen’s eyes widened in disbelief would have been comical if it didn’t cause more than a slight sting. He smiled and folded his arms across his chest, preparing for her verbal assault.

      “I don’t find you amusing. Why don’t you go and harass some other woman?”

      “If memory serves, you were the one who approached me.”

      Her lips tightened a fraction as she struggled with her temper. “I’ll remedy that right now.”

      Well, that had gone as disastrously as he’d expected. Fortunately, he wasn’t above using Ellen’s friendship with his sister to his benefit.

      “Jane will be in town tomorrow.”

      Ellen remained impassive for several seconds before saying, “It’s a little late, is it not?”

      “She’s only staying for a few days before heading down to the estate in Sussex.”

      “I’m sure she and Lord Eddings will have a pleasant time.” She gave him a brief curtsy, saying, “If you’ll excuse me, we’ve no doubt caused more than enough tongues to wag being out here alone. While that won’t hurt your reputation, I’d rather not have my name aligned with yours should anyone recognize me.”

      He frowned at her cool dismissal. This was not how he’d expected his revelation to go. “She wants to repair your friendship.”

      Ellen looked away, but from the stiff set of her jaw it was clear the news wasn’t welcome. Her reaction confused him more than a little. He knew very well why Jane had needed to distance herself from the woman she’d once considered an older sister, but he hadn’t realized just how hurt Ellen had been.

      “I’m not sure we can be friends again.”

      Her words were short, clipped. He was missing something. This was more than just Ellen feeling hurt because they were no longer close. The woman before him seemed angry. He was fairly certain she had no idea what had taken place a few years earlier. If she had, it wouldn’t be Jane with whom she was angry but him.

      “Jane regrets the distance that has grown between you.”

      Ellen laughed, a short bitter sound. “Does she also regret having an affair with my husband?”

      “What?” The word exploded from him before he could hold it back. A quick glance told him they were still alone on the balcony and no one was watching them through the garden doors.

      When he turned back to Ellen, the sheen of tears in her eyes was unmistakable. He wanted to strangle Laughton. It was a pity Ellen’s husband was already dead.

      “Did Laughton tell you that?”

      She gave a small nod, refusing to meet his eyes.

      “And you believed him?”

      “Not at first. But I went to see Jane, to warn her that Laughton was spreading rumors about her. I didn’t think it was possible. Oh, I know my husband was more than capable of carrying out an affair with someone I considered a sister. Jane had hardly been the first woman with whom he’d dallied. But I didn’t think it possible she would betray me in that way. I thought he was just striking out to hurt me.”

      “Jane wasn’t having an affair with your husband.” He barely restrained himself from swearing.

      “She refused to see me. That was all the confirmation I needed.”

      He took her chin in his grip and guided her face back to him. She didn’t resist, and he could see the hurt swimming in her eyes. That she wasn’t trying to hide the emotion from him said more than words ever could about the depth of her pain.

      “Jane was going through a very difficult time. She…” He had to struggle to keep his voice even as he continued. “She was carrying Hope at the time, and she almost lost her. The doctor had her on strict bed rest, and she didn’t want to see anyone. It was a dark time for her, and she could barely even look at me.”

      “So she and Laughton…”

      He gave his head a sharp shake. “Absolutely not. She… wasn’t comfortable around your husband. And as you said, she would never betray your friendship.”

      “You can’t be certain⁠—”

      “Believe me, Ellen. There is nothing in this world about which I am more certain.”

      They stood like that for several long moments. She seemed to realize he was stroking her cheek with his thumb almost at the same time he did. With a visible swallow, she took a step back, and he allowed his hand to fall to his side.

      “I’m more than a little relieved to hear that.”

      Castlefield wished he wasn’t wearing gloves. What he wouldn’t give to have felt the smoothness of her skin under his touch. He curled his hand and admonished himself for overstepping too soon. If he wasn’t careful, he’d drive Ellen away from London before he had a chance to change her mind about how well the two of them would suit.

      “I’ve promised to take her and the children to the Tower in two days’ time so they can visit the royal menagerie. If he can manage it, Eddings will also be there.”

      Ellen had always gotten along with Jane’s husband, and with their two children, they’d make a large enough group that she could convince herself she’d be able to ignore him during the outing. He’d laid down the bait, now he just had to wait to see if she’d take it.

      “It would be nice to see Jane again. Heavens, Henry must be so grown up now. And I haven’t even met Hope.”

      He held back the desire to press the invitation. Any prodding from him would have her running in the other direction.

      “I suppose I’ll have to tolerate your presence?”

      He inclined his head.

      “And you’ll give up this nonsense about courting me? I don’t find it amusing being on the receiving end of one of your jokes.”

      “I would never make light of such an important matter.”

      Ellen sighed. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do. You can’t be serious.”

      He met her gaze evenly, willing her to see just how earnest he was about the two of them.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Fine, I’ll join you. But I’m doing this because I miss my friendship with your sister.”

      It took every ounce of willpower he possessed not to say anything as she turned to leave. But internally, anticipation of the chase ahead surged.
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      After his customary early breakfast the next morning, Castlefield proceeded to his study where he hoped to distract himself with the reports sent by the steward of his country seat.

      He’d dreamed of Ellen all night. Scene after scene where she danced just out of reach. Tempting him by coming close enough for him to catch the scent of her perfume before allowing herself to be whisked away by another masked man. He hadn’t seen the man’s face, but he knew that if he tore away the mask, he’d find it was her deceased husband.

      It was difficult to banish the unsettling dreams from his mind, but he forced himself to look over the list of repairs his steward was undertaking.

      He glanced up when the door to his study opened after a quick knock. His sister stepped into the room. It was early for her to be at his town house, but the staff knew she was welcome to come and go as she pleased.

      “I shouldn’t have to invade your inner sanctum to see my own brother. You’re working much too hard, Charles.”

      Castlefield set aside the report and removed his reading glasses, tossing them onto the neatly organized surface. He’d only recently started needing to wear glasses when he read and hated how old they made him feel. He was only two-and-thirty. Surely too young for such an obvious sign that the years were passing far too quickly.

      “I’m just trying to keep abreast of matters. The improvements needed at the country estate seem to be never ending.”

      “Is everything fine? I know Father left you with more than a handful when he passed away, but I always assumed he left the estate in order. Still, we both know that was a bad time. I was scarcely aware of what was happening around me.”

      Castlefield waved his hand, indicating she should make herself comfortable in the guest chair that was positioned on the other side of his desk for her visits.

      “There’s nothing to concern yourself with. Fortunately, the estate is large enough that it could withstand a little neglect. But improvements need to be made to ensure that continues to be the case.”

      Jane’s shoulders slumped. “Should I let you return to it? I hate to be a burden⁠—”

      “You could never be a burden.” He hated that she could think such a thing. His sister had never been one to doubt her worth until recently. Just one more crime he could lay at the feet of Ellen’s deceased husband.

      Jane’s hands were bound tightly together in her lap, and he knew what she wanted to ask before she spoke. “Have you had an opportunity to speak to Ellen yet?”

      “As a matter of fact, I ran into her last night. She’s agreed to join us on our outing tomorrow.”

      Jane’s face lit up. “I’m so pleased. But…” She gave her head a small shake before continuing. “I was so unbearably rude to her during that time, turning her away when she came to visit. I’m still not certain I haven’t ruined our friendship forever.”

      He hated bringing up the past, but his sister needed to know what Ellen’s husband had told her. Jane had been fragile for so long. She seemed to have regained her vigor and positive outlook over the past year, but he still felt the almost overwhelming need to shelter her from any negativity.

      “I need to tell you something, but I don’t want to upset you.”

      Jane sighed. “Did you have to coax her into giving me another chance? I knew it. Of course Ellen would hate me after the way I kept her at a distance.”

      “She doesn’t hate you. But apparently over the past two years…” He had to force himself to continue when he saw the way Jane braced herself for whatever he was about to tell her. He rose from his seat and lowered himself into a crouch next to her chair. “Laughton told her that the two of you had an affair. Understandably, that news hurt Ellen. Not because her husband had betrayed her since she already knew he wasn’t faithful.” Castlefield ran his hand through his hair at his sister’s gasp of outrage. He hated the fact that he had to mention that bastard’s name again in his sister’s presence. “He wielded your friendship with Ellen like a weapon, using you to hurt her. And since you weren’t willing to give him what he wanted, he lied to her.”

      Jane’s face had paled as he spoke, and he braced himself for her reaction. But instead of falling into tears as she would have done when this whole thing with Ellen’s husband had happened, she gave a shaky laugh.

      “Of course he did. It wasn’t enough to try to force himself on me…” She took several deep breaths before she could continue, and he reached out to hold one of her hands. She tightened her grip in silent thanks. “Did you tell her the truth?”

      “No, it isn’t my place to share that with her.” He released her hand and rose. “When you turned her away after she came to call, she took that as confirmation that her husband had been telling the truth. I told her that you weren’t seeing anyone because you’d been placed on bed rest. It is up to you whether you want to share everything that happened. For now it is enough that the two of you take that first step toward healing your friendship.” He smiled as he remembered Ellen’s relief at the news Jane hadn’t betrayed her. “She loves you like a sister, you know. I’m sure it will be good for her to have you back in her life.”

      Jane stood and smiled in return. “She wouldn’t be only in my life.”

      “Not this again,” Castlefield said with a small shake of his head.

      “Can you blame me for wanting to see my brother happy? You hid it from everyone else, but I know how unhappy you were when Ellen married.”

      “I was young and stupid back then. By the time I realized the friend I’d pushed away had grown into a beautiful young woman whom I wanted to grow close to again, it was too late. She already hated me and was betrothed to another.”

      Jane looked away and fell silent for a moment. When she met his gaze again, he could see the telltale traces of sadness their conversation had stirred up in his sister.

      “I wish you had decided to pursue her back then and forced her to break their engagement. I worry about what Laughton did to her while they were married.”

      All sorts of hateful images sprang to Castlefield’s mind, images that he couldn’t quite push away. “I do as well, but we both know I wouldn’t have been able to change her mind.”

      “And now? Please don’t tell me you’ve given up on her.”

      “Never,” he said with a confidence he was far from feeling. “I’ve waited long enough for Ellen.”

      Jane gave him a quick hug before stepping back. “Good. I’ll enjoy having her as a sister when you win her heart.”

      “That outcome is far from certain, but I’m going to do everything in my power to make it happen.”
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      Ellen was of two minds that morning as the carriage rumbled along the streets of London toward the Tower. She couldn’t deny she was excited to see Jane Eddings again. Far too many years had passed since she’d spoken to the woman who’d been like a younger sister to her.

      She hated that her husband had succeeded in making her believe the worst of her friend. She knew Laughton had no qualms about having an affair with one of her friends. As she’d mentioned to Castlefield, it was no secret that her husband wasn’t faithful in their marriage. But it had hurt her more than she thought possible when she believed Jane had betrayed her in such a fashion. She should have realized her husband was lying, striking out to hurt her. But she’d allowed herself to doubt their friendship when Jane had refused to see her.

      What she hated most of all was the knowledge she hadn’t been there for her friend when Jane had needed her. She must have gone through a very dark time indeed if she hadn’t wanted to see anyone. And she could understand why she’d named her daughter Hope.

      That’s what Ellen had now. Hope that they’d be able to resurrect the tattered remains of their friendship.

      If only Castlefield wasn’t in the picture. She hated to admit just how much he’d rattled her at the masquerade. Normally she wouldn’t be surprised that he’d tease her by telling her he wanted to court her. Such was the nature of their relationship after all, and she could have handled such teasing.

      No, what bothered her most was her suspicion he might have told her the truth. Castlefield intended to court her, and that thought left her more than a little unsettled.

      There was a time when she would have been thrilled with that prospect. Even though they’d needled each other for years whenever their families visited one another—and heaven knew, that was often since their parents were the best of friends—Ellen had started to develop an awareness of him that went beyond friendship as they grew older.

      She’d known him as Charles then, despite the fact that everyone, even her brother, called him by his courtesy title of Haliburton.

      But then Viscount Laughton had swept her off her feet, and she’d allowed herself to believe he loved her. It hadn’t taken her long to discover any love he’d professed to feel for her was a sham. The real Laughton was cruel, and she’d suffered more than a little while under his control until she’d asked her brother to teach her how to defend herself against her husband’s greater strength.

      She owed Brantford everything. Those lessons had finally convinced her husband that she would no longer endure the bruises he inflicted on her whenever he took his husbandly rights. And she’d cheered inwardly when he stopped visiting her bed and found relief elsewhere.

      She’d felt a twinge of guilt that he might be inflicting his rough hands on other women but told herself that Laughton wouldn’t risk exposure in that way. He’d successfully courted her with sweet words, after all, and had even kept his darker desires at bay for the first year of their marriage. No, Laughton wouldn’t have hurt any of those other women the way he’d hurt her. She had to believe that.

      Ellen was jostled from her morbid thoughts when the carriage slowed. She took a deep breath and tried to look forward to the day ahead. She’d never actually visited the area that housed the menagerie. She’d been to the Tower two weeks before with her brother and the young woman who was now his wife, but the reason for their visit had been a grim one. Rose’s father was currently being held in the Tower after confessing to treason. Even now, her brother was attempting to gather evidence to prove the man hadn’t committed the crime but had confessed because the lives of his wife and daughter were in danger. She knew if such evidence existed, Brantford would find it.

      The carriage stopped, and a footman—probably assigned by her brother to watch over her while he was away—opened the door to help her down and would probably follow her during the day. She hadn’t decided whether to be annoyed with her brother, but given his line of work she couldn’t blame him for being overprotective. Still, she’d proven to be an adept student at self-defense and could handle herself in most circumstances.

      She was only a few minutes late, but she hadn’t wanted to arrive early. She hated waiting for others to arrive. Jane and Castlefield had always been punctual in the past, but the former was now a mother to two young children. In all likelihood, they hadn’t yet learned the value of being on time.

      She scanned the modest crowd of people and spied the others waiting by the drawbridge that led to the Lion Tower. Castlefield and Jane were speaking and hadn’t noticed her arrival yet.

      Much to her annoyance, her gaze settled first on Castlefield. She told herself it was only to be expected since he was over six feet in height and exuded a commanding air. With his dark hair and undeniable good looks, it was impossible to be indifferent to his presence. Not that she’d ever admit that to him.

      Her gaze moved to Jane, and she couldn’t stop the smile that spread over her face as she took in the petite, dark-haired figure of Castlefield’s sister. It appeared that Jane’s husband hadn’t been able to join them. But what struck her most was how much Jane’s children had grown.

      Henry would now be six. She’d last seen him when he was four, and she’d never met Hope, who would be just shy of two years of age. A servant, no doubt the children’s nurse, hovered in the background. Ellen wasn’t surprised that Hope was perched on her mother’s hip—Jane had always enjoyed carrying Henry when he was younger. But she hadn’t expected to see Henry’s hand in Castlefield’s.

      Castlefield noticed her then and said something to his sister. Ellen’s heart lurched when she saw the emotions that crossed Jane’s face. Happiness first, tinged with an air of uncertainty. Ellen vowed to do away with that second emotion right away.

      She moved toward the small group and gave Jane a quick hug, including her daughter in the embrace.

      “I am so happy to see you,” she said, hating the tears that threatened to fall. She forced them back and turned to the child in her friend’s arms. “And who is this beautiful young woman? I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of being introduced.”

      “This is Hope Ellen,” Jane said, not bothering to dash away the tear that even now tracked down her face.

      Shocked, Ellen’s gaze moved to meet her friend’s. “You named her after me?”

      Jane gave her a one-armed hug before stepping back. “You are the strongest woman I know. I wanted to give my daughter someone to look up to.”

      Emotion unfurled in Ellen’s chest, and she had to look away to gather her strength lest she embarrass herself and prove just how wrong Jane was.

      She turned toward the little boy at Castlefield’s side and lowered herself into a crouch. “And you must be Henry. The last time I saw you, you were only this tall.” She lifted her hand to indicate his former height, smiling as she remembered the way he used to call her Aunt Ellen. She extended her hand to give him a handshake and was surprised when the boy released Castlefield’s hand and gave her a quick hug before stepping back again.

      “Can we go see the lions now?”

      Ellen laughed, grateful that the tense atmosphere had lightened thanks to Henry’s enthusiasm.

      “No dashing off,” Castlefield said, bringing a frown to his nephew’s face.

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t get too far ahead of us,” the nurse said. She held her hand out, and with an audible sigh, the boy grasped it.

      Castlefield smiled down at the woman and Ellen felt a slight twinge of annoyance at the way she beamed in response. She was younger than Ellen had suspected after stepping out of the carriage, certainly younger than Ellen’s own thirty-two years of age. And quite attractive in a youthful, fresh-faced way.

      Ellen looked away, refusing to betray her emotions. She was only here for Jane, to reclaim the friendship her husband had done his utmost to sever. Castlefield’s actions were no concern to her. He could sleep with every female servant he met for all she cared. Heaven knew her husband had done the same.

      She took a deep breath and pushed back the melancholy mood that threatened to settle over her, telling herself it had to do with thoughts of her unhappy marriage and not the man who had turned to watch her.

      “Where should we begin?” she asked, knowing Jane’s son wouldn’t be able to hold back his enthusiasm.

      “The lions!” Henry exclaimed, tugging on his nurse’s hand and trying to lead them to the bridge.

      “By all means,” Castlefield said with a chuckle. He indicated that the women should precede him.

      Of course, Henry had to be in the lead, so he and his nurse led the small group. Ellen took her place at Jane’s side while Castlefield followed. She tried to ignore the sensation that his eyes were on her as they crossed over the drawbridge to the tower that housed the royal menagerie.

      Ellen threaded her arm through her friend’s free arm and smiled down at Hope, whose head was leaning on her mother’s shoulder. “She’s going to get heavy.”

      “I know,” Jane replied. “She woke very early this morning thanks to her excited brother. I suspect she’ll sleep through most of this morning’s visit. Fortunately, Charles can carry her if I get tired.”

      Ellen’s eyes widened. “Castlefield? Would he stoop so low as to do the work of a servant?”

      Jane laughed. “I see you’re still needling him. You know as well as I that my brother isn’t like that. He actually enjoys spending time with his niece and nephew.”

      “If you say so.”

      Jane’s eyes softened. “I’ve missed you so much. I cannot express to you how happy I was to learn you’d be joining us today.”

      Any lingering doubts Ellen might have had vanished in the face of her friend’s happiness. “We have a lot of time to make up.”

      As promised, Hope fell asleep almost as soon as Castlefield paid the keeper who was to guide them on their tour. The girl opened her eyes when the lion roared but closed them again almost immediately, a contented smile on her face.

      Jane glanced over at her brother, who stepped forward to take Hope from her arms.

      Jane sighed. “Soon she won’t be content to be held and will be running everywhere, just like her brother.”

      The two of them glanced at where Henry stood before the lion’s cage, his hand still firmly held by his nurse. He peppered the keeper with questions about what the animals ate and if anyone at the Tower had ever been attacked.

      Castlefield moved to stand next to the small boy, ruffling his dark hair with his free hand. Hope slept in his arms, looking for all the world like she belonged there. At the domestic sight, Ellen’s heart squeezed with an emotion she refused to acknowledge.

      “He’s very good with them.” She felt a twinge of guilt for spreading all those rumors about him. This was a man who should be wed. It was clear he’d make a wonderful father. Whether he’d also make a good husband… Well, she refused to dwell on those thoughts.

      Whatever the future held, Ellen was certain of one thing. She would never again allow herself to be tied to a man who held absolute control over her. She’d made that mistake once, marrying for love when her younger brother had voiced doubts about Laughton’s suitability, and it would never happen again.

      She and Jane fell into an easy camaraderie, their lifelong closeness doing much to ease the strain from the two-year rift in their friendship. And it was easier being near Castlefield with so many others present.

      As they neared the end of their visit, Ellen wasn’t surprised to see her former nemesis hand Hope, who was now awake, to the nurse. Jane stepped forward to take Henry’s hand, preventing the boy from racing back to see the lions, which he’d proclaimed were his favorite. The only disappointment had been the fact that monkeys were no longer housed in the Tower.

      Castlefield moved to her side to take Jane’s place.

      The shift was seamless, and she wouldn’t have noticed their casual movements if her brother hadn’t trained her to be on alert to everything that was happening around her. She wouldn’t be surprised if Castlefield had planned this with his sister ahead of time. He’d made it clear when they’d last spoken that he intended to pursue her, and she’d been waiting for him to act on that declaration.

      He bent and spoke quietly. At the low timbre of his voice so near to her ear, a strange emotion came over her. She refused to examine why that would be.

      “It means the world to Jane that you agreed to accompany us today.”

      She glanced at him, keeping her tone even. “Your presence wasn’t necessary for this visit.”

      Castlefield raised a brow. “Who would have carried my adorable but surprisingly heavy niece if I hadn’t been here?”

      Ellen allowed him to see her amusement at his feigned innocence. “You’re good with them. I wouldn’t have believed it.”

      He gave her a searching stare. “Not all men are villains, Ellen.”

      Uncomfortable, she looked away. “My experience has shown me that isn’t entirely true.”

      He gave his head a small shake. “You haven’t been keeping company with the right crowd then. You remember how doting Jane’s husband was, and that certainly hasn’t changed since you last saw him. She’d tell you just how happy she is in her marriage, and she wouldn’t be doing so to save face.”

      He was referring to her own marriage, of course, and annoyance flared as she remembered doing just that with him—pretending she was content with her situation—when he’d asked her a few years after she’d wed if she was happy. This conversation was becoming far too personal for her comfort, and she sought to put some emotional distance between them.

      “Henry calls you Uncle Charles.”

      A small vee formed between Castlefield’s brows. “What else would he call me?”

      “Your Grace?”

      Instead of being annoyed, Castlefield laughed. “That might have been how you were raised, but you know full well my parents never demanded such circumspect formality when we were en famille. Jane and I have continued that tradition, preferring the closeness that arises when one doesn’t demand their relatives treat them like strangers.”

      “And Lord Eddings agrees?”

      Castlefield smiled. “Eddings does whatever his wife wants.”

      A pang of what Ellen could only assume was jealousy went through her at the matter-of-fact statement. She’d had to fight for every bit of consideration in her own marriage. When they were well and truly bound together, Laughton had ceased all pretense of caring about his wife’s desires. He’d barely cared about her physical well-being, after all.

      A tense silence settled between them. Several seconds passed before Castlefield spoke.

      “If memory serves, you used to call me Charles.”

      Yes, she had. But then everything had changed. “We used to be friends.”

      “I’d like to go back to that. I miss our friendship.”

      His expression was so earnest, his words echoing a similar nostalgia she hadn’t even known existed within her. If only she could trust him. But too many years had passed, and she’d started too many rumors about his unsuitability to believe he only wanted friendship. If she were in his place, she’d want revenge, and what better way to attain it than to lull your enemy into a false sense of security?

      “I’m not sure we can ever be friends again.”

      “Ellen—”

      She stopped and turned to face him. The others in their group continued on. When she was certain they were no longer close enough to hear, she spoke. “What exactly are you planning?”

      His smile was a sad one, and Ellen had to remind herself that her own husband had been a convincing actor. No one, least of all her, had had any inkling as to his true personality until after they’d wed.

      “I never should have allowed you to marry Laughton.”

      Ellen examined him closely for a few moments. “How much did my brother tell you about our marriage?” Almost as soon as she’d asked the question, she gave her head a sharp shake. “Never mind—I don’t want you to answer that. But we both know you had little choice in the matter. I thought myself madly in love with him, and my father approved the match. Nothing could have stopped it.”

      It seemed as though Castlefield was about to discuss the matter further, but instead he changed the subject. “Let us put the past behind us. I’d like us to return to our former friendship. And then…” He took hold of one of her hands. “I wasn’t lying when I said I intend to court you.”

      “Is that what today was all about? You’re using your family to get close to me? I assume you intend to make a laughingstock of me. Make me believe that you care for me and then toss me aside. What rumors would you spread about me then? Would I have the privilege of hearing myself referred to as the unwanted widow?”

      Her anger was real. Instead of chagrin at being caught out, however, Castlefield straightened to his full height.

      “I would never treat you in such a manner. Laughton might have been cruel, but I care too much about your feelings to ever mock you in such a way.”

      She watched him carefully, expecting to see some crack in his demeanor. “Even though society calls you the unsuitable duke solely because of me?”

      A corner of Castlefield’s mouth lifted in what appeared to be genuine amusement. “Funny thing that. The more rumors circulated about me, the more sought after I became in certain circles. Oh, the parents of all the young girls that are paraded about every year made sure to keep their daughters away from me, but those women with a few years of experience…” He shrugged. “Let’s just say I’m very popular with widows. I’ve also had my share of invitations when various members of the ton found themselves alone because their husbands had gone hunting, but I’ve never been one to cuckold another man.”

      He’d rendered her speechless. Never in a million years had she expected that some of the very rumors she thought she was fabricating were, in actuality, true. When he lifted his hand, it took every ounce of strength she possessed not to flinch. Her days of flinching before a raised fist were over. Besides, she soon realized that he wasn’t about to strike her. Instead, he seemed to caress her chin, and she realized that her mouth had dropped open.

      She stepped back from him. “I am not one of those widows.”

      “I know, which means you are all the more worthy of my attention. You always have been, and I regret that I ever made you think otherwise.”

      Ellen shook her head. “My defenses are legendary. You should quit now and direct your attention elsewhere. If it helps in your quest to find a bride, you should know that I no longer intend to spread any rumors about you. Even if it turns out that most of them are true.”

      “I’ve always enjoyed a challenge, and I know the same can be said of you.”

      Their gazes met and held for several long moments, and Ellen found herself unsure what to say to this man who was staring down at her with dark intent. Fortunately, she received a reprieve in the form of one small, very rambunctious little boy.

      “Uncle Charles, we’ve been waiting ages for you. Mama says we can have an ice at Gunter’s now, but we have to wait for you to join us.”

      Castlefield laughed and ruffled his nephew’s hair again. “Far be it from me to come between my favorite nephew and his well-deserved treat for good behavior.” He took the boy’s hand and looked back at Ellen. “Will you be joining us?”

      Ellen needed to retreat, so she shook her head. “Not today.”

      “Another time then. Soon.”

      He allowed Henry to drag him away, and Ellen followed. She noticed Jane’s curious expression but carefully steered the conversation back to some of the more exotic animals they’d seen during their tour of the menagerie. She took her leave when they crossed the bridge and left the Tower behind them.

      Alone, as she told herself she preferred to be, she allowed the footman to help her into her waiting carriage and returned to her brother’s town house.
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      The conversation she’d had with Castlefield weighed heavily on Ellen’s mind that evening and into the following morning, probably because she hated any reminder of her unhappy marriage. It shouldn’t bother her anymore—Laughton had died in a hunting accident two years ago. She’d followed the customary mourning period of one year, but secretly she’d been relieved to be free from her marriage. They’d been wed only ten years, but it had felt like a lifetime.

      For the past year she’d been working with her brother, donning the disguise of an older woman and acting as a lady’s maid on several occasions when he needed someone to keep watch over women who were either under the Crown’s protection or under their scrutiny. Of course, Brantford had also made sure to place several footmen in those households to ensure her safety and that of her charges, but Ellen had practiced long and hard to be able to defend herself in most situations. That she’d once been totally powerless, completely under the power of her husband, was something she tried not to think about.

      She hated being idle, but at the moment she found herself with little to do. Brantford and his new bride were away from London, following a lead that could prove her sister-in-law’s father hadn’t committed treason. Ellen hoped with all her heart that they’d find that proof. She liked Rose very much, and it would break the young woman’s heart if her father was hanged for the crime, especially since Rose was convinced he was innocent.

      Her boredom as she waited for news from her brother had led her to bait Castlefield, arranging to run into him at the masquerade three days earlier. It was one of her favorite pastimes when they were both in town. But he’d turned the tables on her, putting her on the defensive, which was a situation that couldn’t be allowed to stand.

      She found herself pacing through her brother’s town house that morning. Jane had mentioned she planned to visit, and Ellen found it impossible to sit still as she waited. Despite the fact she was looking forward to her friend’s visit, her thoughts centered on Castlefield’s motives for trying to convince her he wanted to court her. They’d needled one another for years, but her childhood friend had never been cruel. And yet the possibility he was telling her the truth seemed equally impossible to believe.

      She’d just have to ask Jane her opinion on the matter. If Castlefield had changed, if he’d become the kind of man who would have no qualms about hurting a woman emotionally—the kind of man her husband had been—she needed to know. She was always guarded around men, especially if they showed an interest in her, but her past friendship with Castlefield was proving to be problematic. She found it impossible to believe he’d go to such lengths to get back at her for the rumors she’d spread about him, not when it was clear those rumors hadn’t hurt him in the least.

      She’d wandered to the back of the house and was gazing out at the garden when the butler informed her that her guest had arrived. Ellen instructed him to bring refreshments and hurried to the drawing room. She’d seen Jane only yesterday, but they still had so much to catch up on.

      Jane rose from her seat on the settee when Ellen swept into the room. Without a word, Ellen crossed over to her friend and gave her a quick but heartfelt hug.

      Jane smiled at her when Ellen stepped back. “There are no children in our way today,” she said. “Now we can become properly reacquainted.”

      Ellen waited for Jane to sit again before taking the seat next to her. The past still weighed heavily on her mind, and they needed to deal with the reason for the distance that had grown between them so they could move past it.

      “I am sorry for doubting your friendship. What did Castlefield tell you?”

      Jane stiffened and for a moment, and Ellen didn’t think she was going to reply.

      Finally, after what seemed like forever, Jane gave her head a sharp shake. “I shouldn’t be surprised that Lord Laughton told you the two of us were having an affair. It isn’t true⁠—”

      Seeing her distress, Ellen rushed to reassure her. “I know. I should apologize for ever believing a word he had to say on the subject. He was so smug though, and when you wouldn’t see me I feared the worse. I never should have doubted you.”

      Jane had looked away, and Ellen had the distinct impression she was missing something. Her friend’s next words made her stomach drop.

      “Your husband did approach me, but I turned him away.”

      Ellen reached for her Jane’s hand and squeezed it. “I know. You would never betray me in such a fashion. Laughton…” Ellen hesitated, not sure how much to share. In the end, she decided that the subject of her husband was best left in the past. “Well, suffice it to say that he wasn’t the best of husbands. I counted myself fortunate when he forgot all about me and moved on to other women. I’m not surprised he approached you. He made it a game to try to hurt me.”

      “I can’t talk about this,” Jane said, pulling her hand out of Ellen’s grip and wrapping her arms around her midsection. “Shortly after he spoke to me, I had difficulty with my pregnancy…”

      Her friend’s voice broke, and Ellen felt like a monster for bringing up that terrible time.

      “Hope is a darling little girl,” she said, her voice soft. “I’ve always wanted a daughter. Of course, the best I can hope for now is that Brantford will have children so I can spoil my nieces and nephews. And if you’ll allow it, I’d love to go back to being Aunt Ellen to your children.”

      Jane gave her a sly look, one that had Ellen tilting her head in question. “You could be Aunt Ellen in reality.”

      Ellen forced a laugh at Jane’s statement. “Has Castlefield roped you into his charade that he’s attempting to woo me?”

      Jane shook her head. “It isn’t a pretense, Ellen. He’s in earnest.”

      Ellen was saved from replying when a footman arrived with tea and refreshments. She thanked the servant and lifted the pot to pour their tea. “You still take it with milk and sugar?”

      Jane murmured her agreement and watched on in silence. Ellen was torn between wanting to change the subject and pressing Jane for the truth, but she couldn’t decide what she would do with the information. In the end, Jane decided the matter for her.

      “Charles is ready to settle down, and I honestly believe he wants to do so with you.”

      Ellen shook her head. “Your brother and I have too much negative history to make that possible. Besides, after my last marriage, I’m not likely to undertake another.”

      Jane gave her a look that was filled with such sympathy, such understanding, Ellen began to wonder whether there were secrets in her own marriage. But her next words had her doubting those thoughts.

      “If anyone deserves to be happy, it’s you,” she said, reaching for Ellen’s hand. “I want you to be as happy as I am. You should give Charles a chance.”

      Ellen searched her friend’s face and came to the realization that Jane was absolutely convinced such a match was possible. A pang of remorse settled like a lead weight on her chest. Perhaps, in another lifetime, if Laughton hadn’t been so cruel, she could have taken that chance. Heaven knew Castlefield was attractive, and the fact that her brother remained loyal to him spoke volumes. Brantford had always been a good judge of character. She should have heeded him when he expressed his displeasure about her betrothal to Laughton. Of course, she’d been young and had fancied herself in love, and that had been before Brantford had risen to his current position. She’d never imagined the man she was about to wed would raise a hand to her in anger.

      Ellen decided to push aside all thoughts of men and concentrate on her rekindled friendship with the woman who had always been like a sister to her but would never become one in reality.

      “Let’s talk of other things,” Ellen said. “We are neither one of us young girls anymore, seeking to catch the attention of an attractive man.”

      Jane’s smile was sad, but she allowed Ellen to change the subject. She reached for a small cake and took a nibble, sighing with pleasure. “You remembered my weakness for sweets. I’ve had to banish them from my own house or I’d be twice as wide as I am now, but I’ve never been able to refuse when they’re offered to me elsewhere.”

      Ellen laughed, her tension easing. “I have to tempt you to continue visiting me somehow.”

      Jane shook her head. “Never again will we allow anyone to come between us. Speaking of which… I’m not sure how to ask this now.”

      Ellen reached for the tray of sweets just as Jane was about to take another cake and held it out of reach. “If you want more of these, you’ll stop hedging and come out with it.”

      “Fine,” Jane said with a huff of mock annoyance. “You remember how your family used to visit ours in Sussex every summer?”

      “Of course. It was always the highlight of our year.”

      “It’s been a few years, but I’d like to restart that tradition. In fact, that’s where we’re heading after my husband finishes his business here in London. We’ll be staying at my brother’s estate for a few weeks before heading out to Brighton where we’ve purchased our own home.”

      “Will Castlefield also be there?”

      Jane tilted her head to one side. “That won’t be a problem, I hope. I know the two of you used to squabble when you were younger, but you seemed to get along at the Tower.”

      Ellen couldn’t help but wonder if this spontaneous invitation had been at Castlefield’s urging. Despite the feeling that he was shifting pieces on an imaginary chessboard to further whatever goals he had in mind, she found herself tempted to accept. “I’ve missed those summer visits. But I’m hoping that my brother and his new wife will return to town soon, and I’d hate to not be here.”

      “I will be extending the invitation to them as well, of course.” Her eyes widened in a plea, and Ellen returned the tray of sweets. Jane snatched another small cake and gave her a sheepish smile before continuing. “I still can’t believe Brantford actually married! I was certain he’d remain a bachelor forever.”

      “You should see them together,” Ellen said with a fond smile. “Brantford tries so hard to maintain his air of aloofness around Rose, but it’s clear he cares for her. I’m so happy for him… for the two of them.”

      “Then I’ll make sure to leave an invitation for him before we depart for Sussex. With any luck we’ll see them before my husband and I depart for Brighton. Please say you’ll join us.”

      Ellen hesitated. “Given the recent animosity between your brother and me, I’m not sure I should accept.”

      Jane’s face fell, and Ellen couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt. Her friend didn’t try to change her mind, not with words, but the expression of disappointment on her face did far more to convince her than mere words could have.

      “All right,” Ellen said, certain she would come to regret it. “I’ll come down after you’ve all had a chance to settle in.”

      Jane gave her another quick hug. “Oh, we’re going to have so much fun! And it will give you a chance to become acquainted with the children.”

      Her friend’s enthusiasm was so contagious that Ellen found herself wanting to believe everything would be fine. Castlefield would give up his ill-conceived notion of the two of them marrying, and she’d regain her position of almost-sister within the family.

      She didn’t examine why that thought left her with a hint of remorse as she listened to Jane go on about all the things she had planned once she retired to her new home in Brighton in a few weeks’ time.
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      Castlefield needed to burn off his excess energy, so after sending his valet off with the carriage that carried his trunks that morning, he headed out to the stables.

      The road from London to Sussex was well traveled this time of year, with many heading out to enjoy the weather at Brighton. There wasn’t much chance of being waylaid by highwaymen, but just in case, he’d dressed in worn, dull-colored clothing. It would take him about four hours to travel by horseback, giving his valet just enough time to fuss over him before he joined his mother for dinner.

      His mother, the Dowager Duchess of Castlefield, had taken to spending the entire year at the house in Sussex, leaving the country seat in the north to Castlefield during the winter months. He knew it was because she missed her husband a great deal. Their happiest memories were the summers they’d spent at the house in Sussex, and so he hadn’t minded that she’d chosen to make it her permanent residence after his death.

      And that led him back to thinking of his own future. He didn’t want to dwell on events that might never come to pass, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Ellen. Now, of course, he realized he’d been a fool. If he hadn’t pushed her away when they were still little more than children, it was likely he and Ellen would have wed. By the time he realized the girl with whom he’d once been close friends had grown into a beautiful young woman, it was too late. She’d fallen in love with Laughton and had accepted his proposal.

      Intellectually he knew he wasn’t responsible for the hurt she must have suffered at his hands—no, the blame for that lay squarely on Laughton’s shoulders—but how different could things have been if he hadn’t ended their friendship? Those thoughts had haunted him for years. But now he was done waiting for Ellen.

      He’d have to be cautious in his approach. He’d told her about his intentions, but he was fairly certain she didn’t believe him. If she did, he suspected she’d already have run in the opposite direction. Buried herself at one of her brother’s estates or, as was more likely, donned one of her disguises and attempted to blend in somewhere he wouldn’t be able to find her.

      He’d almost had heart failure when Brantford told him he’d employed Ellen on some of his missions since her husband’s death. His friend had assured him she was more than capable of handling herself and that he made sure she was never in real danger. Still, the thought had kept Castlefield up more than a few nights.

      He could ascribe the fact that she hadn’t already disappeared to the knowledge that she wanted to make up for the years she’d missed with
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