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  To Grandma

You always read my stories, even when they made you blush. 

I think you would have liked this one.








  
  Chapter 1

London, 1815


Sir James Marley bit back a groan as the line of carriages in front of them moved at a snail’s pace. He would prefer to be anywhere other than stuck in a carriage, listening to his father drone. 
“There will be many young women here tonight seeking a wealthy, titled husband. You have a title, lowly as it is, and our family has plenty of wealth. Tonight is about meeting people and making connections. We will wait a few weeks before selecting the chit to be your wife.”
“And you believe these ladies will accept a proposal from me, lowly as my title is?” 
His father, oblivious to James’s mood, laughed heartily. “Desperation, my boy! Once these débutantes come to understand how few of them will actually win a wealthy, titled husband, they’ll look to other options.”
James drummed his fingers on his thigh and gazed out the window, willing the other vehicles to move. “How flattering to know I will be marrying a lady who has run out of options. Sounds like the makings of a spectacular match.”
His father continued to ignore him, too caught up in his own brilliance. “I have made a list of women I wish for you to acquaint yourself with. None of the families have male heirs, and they are all lines where the title can pass through the mother to your son.”
“That seems specific. I can’t imagine your list is very long.”
“There are three ladies whose families are in such circumstances.”
“And we are gambling that none of these ladies will make a match before I propose, and will thus be open to my suit?”
“Of course not! It is possible Lady Eliza Hargrove could make a match. She is quite comely, and her dowry is not insubstantial. But Lady Cecilia Manning’s family is penniless. With an impoverished line on the brink of extinction, you might be able to win her hand quickly. I am sure they would be more than willing to entertain your proposal.”
James huffed a sigh. He was granted a brief respite from his father’s diatribe when their carriage finally stopped in front of the stately home of Lord and Lady Pearson. They exited and made their way toward the entrance. 
“Now remember, you may not have a distinguished title, but we have something more important.” His father’s tone was surely meant to be a whisper, but he could be heard by any of the people milling about.
“And what is that?”
“Money!”
James bit his tongue and questioned the sanity of going along with his father’s scheme. 
The old man had made a fortune importing goods from lands in the east and had spent the last two decades attempting to break into the upper class. He’d managed to enter the gentry with the acquisition of an estate in Suffolk, but that had only been one part of his plan. The next step was to gain a foothold within le bon ton.
Proper society detested trade, and most men in his situation would have cut their business ties. Edward could not fathom that, so he was attempting to make his son an idle gentleman. Unfortunately, James, to his father’s unending disappointment, did not want that life.
Industrious from an early age, James would never have been satisfied with an idle existence. Following school, he’d purchased a commission in His Majesty’s royal navy. He’d been a part of the battle at Trafalgar during his first year, but, apart from a few specialized missions on the continent, most of his career had consisted of running blockades, first against France and then in the recent conflict with America.  After being injured, he’d suffered a terrible fever and had been sent home. Once recovered, he’d sold his commission, unwilling to return to running blockades after nearly a decade of taking part in the destruction brought on by war.
Shortly after his recovery, he had been knighted for saving the life of a senior officer at Trafalgar. He’d barely recalled the incident, but the family of the man he had saved was close to the king, and somehow they’d persuaded the monarch to bestow the honor on James. Though he could not confirm it, he suspected Edward had had something to do with the affair.
James had initially thought to work with his father after resigning his commission, but the old man had adamantly refused. So, instead, he had started an engineering firm with his friend Tom Reynolds. Tom was a brilliant inventor, and James called upon his own strategic skills to run the business side of the operation. The world of engineering was constantly evolving, and James was excited to be building something that would improve the lives of others.
Unfortunately, their fledgling business needed capital. James had approached his father to discuss a standard investment scheme, but Edward had proposed a different arrangement. He would invest, but only if James found a wife from a noble line. The elder Mr. Marley was determined to solidify their family’s place among the aristocracy. 
James enjoyed the idea of marriage, but he hadn’t pictured marrying any particular woman. He liked the idea of living with a pleasing partner, so it had been no great sacrifice to go along with his father’s plan. He’d begun to regret his easy acquiescence. It was possible his own shortcomings might mean that his marriage would not be as amiable and pleasing as he had pictured.
“Are you listening to me?” His father’s rebuke pulled him from his musing. 
James scowled. “You know this is in opposition to the usual order of things, don’t you?” he whispered as they progressed toward the majordomo. 
“How so?”
“Usually, the ladies want to impress the available men, not the other way around.”
“My boy, if you want your boon, you must first give me mine. A match among the ton is a business deal. You are showing them the merchandise.”
“I don’t appreciate being thought of as merchandise,” James grumbled, as his father turned to speak with an acquaintance.
“Marriage is a matter of more worth than to be dealt in by attorneyship.”
The honeyed words sent a shiver down his spine. James turned and encountered a most stunning woman. Her big brown eyes were framed with thick lashes against soft beige skin, and several tendrils of auburn hair curled down the tempting slope of her shoulders. James resisted the urge to touch one of those curls and see if it was as soft as it looked. He swallowed thickly. 
“It is not nice to eavesdrop.” Her eyes flared and her cheeks flushed most becomingly. James had no idea who she was, but he hoped she was on his father’s list.
“Forgive me, sir. I meant no offense.”
James smiled. “I have taken no offense. Was that Shakespeare?”
“Yes,” she replied, giving him a shy smile in return.
“Henry VI?”
“Yes!” Her mouth widened into a grin. “Have you read much of his work?”
“Nearly everything.”
“Surely not everything,” she said with a coquettish tilt of her head.
“Indeed.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve had much free time in the last several years.”
“Most gentleman can find more interesting things to do than read plays,” she teased.
“It’s more difficult when you’re on a ship for several weeks at a time.”
Her brow furrowed. “Are you a sailor?”
James smoothed the collar of his jacket. “I was an officer in His Majesty’s Royal Navy.”
“I see,” she replied, an indecipherable expression on her face.
His father turned back and cleared his throat disapprovingly.
“Pardon the intrusion, my lady.” James indulged in one more glance of her rosy cheeks before facing forward. 
“I can’t believe I have to say this, but do not break protocol,” his father hissed. “None of the ladies will entertain your suit if there is the slightest chance you could ruin them.”
James gritted his teeth and stared forward, his posture rigid. He would need to find a suitable wife soon, if for no other reason than to stop attending social events with his father.

      [image: ]Anabel repressed a sigh as the man turned away. He was one of the most attractive men she’d seen in a long time—tall, broad-shouldered, and with soft light-brown hair a bit shorter than was the fashion. The dim lighting made it difficult to determine the color of his eyes, which strengthened her desire to interact with him again. Their brief conversation had piqued her interest. She’d had little opportunity in her life to get to know men who were not related to her, let alone a man she felt a connection with.
Noting her brother Isaac’s absent gaze, she tried to subtly scratch at her hip through the layers of her clothing. She hated wearing all the frippery required on formal occasions. Anabel never envied her cousins more than when she was at a society event.
If society knew of her extended family, it could ruin her and her brother. The family traveled to town fairs all over the kingdom, selling their wares and performing shows, but that was not the most scandalous thing about them. They were also witches. 
Her grandmother had decided long ago that the best way to protect the family was to hide in plain sight. No one expected proper behavior from a traveling band of entertainers and peddlers. Anabel had lived with that branch of her family for years. She’d befriended town folk, servants, and other nomads like the Roma and Irish Travelers all over the kingdom but had steered clear of the wealthier class.
She’d left high society behind, expecting to never return, and yet here she was, attending lavish parties and displaying herself to a social crowd that would judge her every movement. She had to prove herself as an acceptable young lady. If the people knew about her family, or that she had her own talent… She shuddered to think of the consequences.
She’d been back in London for only two weeks, and, so far, she’d been able to conceal her abilities, mostly by only attending daytime events. As the reclusive sister of a duke, she was a curiosity. She was also older than the other débutantes and was considered a spinster at the ripe age of one and twenty. She tried not to need the approval of others, but it hurt that they treated her like an oddity.
She and her brother were finally to the front of the line, set to be introduced after the handsome man she’d spoken with briefly. She stole another glance at his broad shoulders and noted how elegantly his coat framed his muscular torso. He wore trousers, a new fashion that not all men had adopted, and she appreciated how they encased his thighs. She wondered how his legs would appear in close-fitting breeches. 
Anabel couldn’t help but notice the sneers of disapproval from some of the people milling about in the room below, as Sir James Marley was introduced after his father, Mr. Edward Marley. They only tolerated the presence of a mere knight here, which meant he must be wealthy. 
Anabel tugged on her brother’s arm and pulled him from whatever reverie he’d been lost in. Isaac nodded to her and stiffened his posture, donning what Anabel liked to refer to as his "duke face." He was no longer her brother Isaac. He was the Duke of Montgomery, and he was ready to perform. 
Isaac looked to the majordomo and led his sister up to the top of the stairs. Anabel fought back a wave of dizziness as she peered down at the crush. The ballroom was already packed, and there were at least fifty more people waiting to be introduced behind her.
“His Grace, the Duke of Montgomery, and Lady Anabel Montgomery.” The majordomo’s voice rang out across the ballroom, drowning out the din of conversation. Anabel took a deep breath and sent up a prayer to keep herself from tripping, then held onto her brother’s arm and stepped down into the stately ballroom.

      [image: ]James could not stop himself from following Lady Anabel’s descent. Her elegant figure was draped in a pale green gown in the latest fashion which displayed her figure to perfection. She was more well-endowed than some of the other débutantes. James had always appreciated a lovely pair of breasts. Beyond admiring her physical beauty, however, he wanted to continue their conversation. He was interested to hear more of her opinions on the Bard.
“Stop staring.” His father subtly jabbed his elbow into James’s ribs. 
“Apologies,” James said, reluctantly tearing his gaze from Lady Anabel. He racked his brain to recall protocol within the ton. If she had been married to the man she was introduced with, they would have been announced together. The fact that her first name was mentioned indicated she was unmarried. He failed to suppress a smile.
“You are much too low to court the daughter of a duke, and anyway, she is not on the list. Her brother has already inherited the title, and if he died without an heir, the title would go to some distant cousin. No sense in even trying to pursue that avenue. Come, let me introduce you to Lady Cecilia.”
Lady Cecilia was tall with dark-brown hair pulled back in a simple, severe style. Her eyes were sharp as she scrutinized James. He couldn’t blame her. His father had made no secret of his motivation when he had approached Cecilia’s father, the Earl of Ravenswood. The two men spoke as if they were brokering a business deal. James could talk business with anyone, but he hated the idea of being the commodity in a deal.
Making the best of it, he turned to Lady Cecilia, quickly securing her hand for the next dance. As he escorted her onto the floor, he was grateful for the dance lessons his mother had forced upon him.
Lady Cecilia was a technically proficient dancer, but it was obvious she found no joy in the act. After several minutes of awkward silence, James tried to start a conversation.
“Is this your first season?” He immediately cringed. He should have complimented the lady. He was already bungling things up.
“Hardly.” Cecilia scoffed, narrowing her eyes.
“Please forgive my blunder,” James said, attempting to inject as much sincerity into his words as possible. “This is my first society event, and I’m afraid I’m making that very obvious.”
Her face softened with a half-smile, and he felt a slight victory.
“I find your honesty refreshing, sir.” Her smile bloomed fully, and James found the expression pleasing. “I’m in my third season. The gossip is that I'm too old to be married.”
James smiled in return. “Apparently I’m not the only one with a penchant for honesty.”
“Oh, I tried to simper and be the perfect débutante my first season. Even a little bit last year. But this season I will be nothing less than myself.”
“I can only respect that.”
“I’m glad to hear of it.”
They parted for a moment while they paired off with others for the next sequence of the dance, before coming back together.
“I should tell you,” Cecilia began when they reunited, “I have no desire to marry this year or any other. My father will undoubtedly try to convince me otherwise. He would very dearly appreciate a financial rescue for our estates, but I don’t intend for him to obtain that on my back.”
Another young lady dancing nearby overheard Cecilia and threw her a reproachful look, but it had no effect. Cecilia complained about her father for a full minute, saying she would not allow him to use her to rectify his mistakes.
When she finally paused, James studied her. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to scare me off.”
“Are you certain you know better? Because that’s exactly what I’m doing.”
“Well, I’d say you failed, because all you’ve achieved is to pique my interest. I’d love to know more.”
She frowned as she met his eyes. Their conversation paused as they moved through the couples to the end of the line. Bewildered, James noticed that the music had stopped, and the couples were dispersing. 
“I'm afraid we’ll have to continue this conversation another time.” Cecilia said, taking his arm. “Our dance has come to an end.” Before he could respond, Cecilia subtly pushed him to the side of the ballroom where their fathers stood.

      [image: ]Anabel caught sight of her friend Lady Cecilia leaving the dance floor and changed her path, hoping she could arrange an introduction. She’d watched her friend and Sir James with great interest and a bit of jealousy. She had a strong compulsion to become acquainted with the man, but she also did want to see her friend. She enjoyed Cece’s company and was glad for a chance to reconnect.
“Lady Cecilia!” she called out as she maneuvered around people in her way. The place seemed to be littered with groups who had no regard for anyone trying to move through the crowd. 
Fortunately, Cece heard her and turned in Anabel’s direction. Squeezing behind another man she did not know, Anabel approached. She took the other woman’s hands in hers and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.
“Hello, dear! I’m glad to see you. How is your evening?” 
“Much improved, now I am with you.” Anabel looked over her friend’s shoulder at the tall man standing nearby. He was just as handsome as he’d appeared in the dim entryway. “I don’t believe I’ve met your companion.” She knew she was being terribly forward, but she was too curious to care.
Thankfully, Cecilia took up the charge. “Sir James, please allow me to introduce one of my dearest friends, Lady Anabel Montgomery. Lady Anabel, please meet Sir James Marley.”
The man bowed at the introduction.  Anabel reciprocated with a shallow curtsy. He escorted them to where Cecilia’s father was deep in conversation with another older man and settled them onto a nearby settee. 
“Might I fetch you ladies some refreshments?” James offered.
His voice sent a thrill through Anabel. She felt her cheeks heat.
“Some lemonade would be lovely, thank you,” Cecilia said.
Sir James nodded and retreated. Cecilia opened her fan and fluttered it toward Anabel’s face.
“He is quite handsome,” Anabel said when she was able to catch her breath. Privately, she thought him more than handsome. His eyes were particularly striking. Their color changed with the light, from green to brown. 
“I can agree somewhat. He is a pleasant-looking man, and his clothing is fine without being extravagant.”
Cece’s droll tone made Anabel want to gasp, but she stopped herself. “Are your fathers acquainted?” she asked, clearing her throat.
“They are now. Sir James is the latest victim my father would like to sell me to.”
Anabel gaped at her friend. “Don’t say that as if you are some great burden! Any man would be lucky to have you.”
“Indeed,” Cecilia replied with a wry smile, “but would I be lucky to have him?”
Anabel gave an awkward laugh. “He is not the worst candidate we’ve seen.”
“No, although he may be more interested in you than me.”
“Surely not,” Anabel replied. She failed to quash the warmth spread through her chest. “He just finished dancing with you.”
“Only because he hadn’t had a chance to ask you first.” Cecilia shifted her body slightly to face Anabel head-on. “You are a beautiful woman who is accomplished, well-dowered, and sister to a duke. You are certainly a more valuable prize than me.”
Anabel scowled. “Well, I’m not here to find a husband.”
Cecilia leaned in closer, lowering her voice. “Then why are you here? I’ve been trying to puzzle it out since we first reunited. I was sure that when you escaped from Mrs. Marlow’s academy, I would never see you again.”
Anabel sighed. Although she’d been back in London for a fortnight, she hadn’t made time to pay her friend a proper visit. “Isaac is looking for a wife.”
Cecilia gasped. “He is?”
Anabel nodded her head slightly. “He doesn’t want that to be common knowledge because he is trying to avoid being swarmed by match-makers.”
“I can’t blame him for that.” Cecilia adjusted her fan to hide her mouth as she spoke. “However, the real question is, where have you been for the last five years?”
“I was visiting my family in the country.” Anabel looked away as she spoke the falsehood. She couldn’t very well tell the truth.
Cecilia stared at Anabel for a long moment, her brow furrowed. “Are you sure helping your brother is the only reason you’ve returned?”
Anabel swallowed past the tightness in her throat. She’d felt so lonely since returning to London. Could she confide in her old friend?
“I…” she paused and looked away toward the ceiling before continuing. “I suppose I also felt out of place among my family. They are a different set.”
“Are they the sort of relations that detest having to come to London for the season?”
It was as good of an explanation as any other. “Yes, they lead a different life than we do here.”
“Most country families do.” Cecilia turned to peer at the crowded ballroom, releasing a weary sigh. “So, you thought coming back here might feel more natural?”
“I suppose I did, although I’m not finding this any easier.”
At that moment, Sir James returned, handing each lady a dainty cut crystal glass filled with lemonade. Anabel’s hand brushed Sir James’s when she took the glass, and she felt a tingle run along her arm.
Cecilia took her glass and calmly took a sip. “Surely you have other young ladies to charm this evening,” she said to Sir James, her eyebrows raised.
“At the moment, I do not.” He replied with a grin that made Anabel’s heart race in her chest. “However, I would not be opposed to another dance if you feel so inclined, Lady Cecilia.”
“I am not inclined,” Cecilia replied, setting down her glass. She looked at Anabel with a twinkle in her eye. “But I am sure my dear friend would love a turn.” Before Anabel could protest, Cece grabbed her wrist and lifted her dance card. “Oh look, this next dance is free.” Cece hastily wrote Sir James’s name and nudged her friend.
Unable to say anything without being rude, Anabel sent her friend a surreptitious scowl before reaching for Sir James’s outstretched hand. They stood in silence for a moment before the orchestra began the next song. Turning, he led her to the dance floor. 






  
  Chapter 2


James fought to remember the steps as he danced with Lady Anabel. In addition to coping with his own nerves, he couldn’t help but notice the frequent looks thrown their way. They were not friendly. 
“They are wondering how rich you must be to dance with the sister of a duke,” Anabel said, as if she had read his mind.
James smiled sheepishly. “I’m sure I am nowhere near as rich as the rumors say.”
“Nevertheless, you have been noticed. I hope you don’t mind having all of society watch you.”
“I mind terribly. I am not a part of society, not really. I’m the son of a merchant who earned a knighthood through service to the Crown. Hardly anyone of import.”
“Well, I am sure at least part of their interest lies with me. I am an unusual choice of partner for any man.”
“And why is that?”
She gave him a wan smile, and James nearly missed a step. They separated as they paired off with others for the next movement. When they reunited, he held her hand a bit longer than the dance required. She smiled again, the expression more natural. They continued their dance in silence for a few moments, Lady Anabel moving through the steps with admirable grace. She made no move to speak, and James felt compelled to repeat himself.
“I am still awaiting a response, my lady.”
She cocked her head. “Are you?”
“I am,” he confirmed with a nod. “Why would you consider yourself an unfit partner?”
“I think nothing of the sort, but it is not my opinion you’re asking about, is it?”
“I suppose not. Why would others consider you unusual?”
“I’m sure you’ll hear plenty about it as soon as our dance concludes. I should save my breath, since you will likely not be given a choice in the matter.”
“Society gossip is not something I’m interested in. I’d rather hear the story from you.”
They parted for the next movement of the dance, standing far enough apart from one another that they couldn’t continue their conversation without others overhearing. Lady Anabel observed him the entire time. When they reunited, she gave him a determined look.
“Sister of a duke I may be, but I am also a walking scandal. I disappeared from finishing school when I was sixteen and only resurfaced a few weeks ago. Everyone is aflutter with theories about what I was doing during the five years I was missing.”
James furrowed his brow. “And what’s the true story?”
Her gaze darted away, looking at the other dancers as she responded. “I was staying with family in the country.”
“You are a terrible liar, my lady.”
Her eyes flicked back to meet his, her gaze burning hot. They joined separate lines for the next part of the dance, and she glared at him with her chin raised. When they came back together after several minutes, she held his hand but would not meet his gaze.
“I have blundered,” he observed, his chest uncomfortably tight.
She glanced back at him, then dropped her eyes to the floor. “I do not wish to continue this conversation.”
James wished he could pull her aside and continue the conversation in private. “Please accept my apology, my lady.”
She replied with a tight-lipped smile.
At the end of the dance, she dipped into a shallow but respectable curtsy, and James returned it with a much deeper bow. She sighed heavily before walking over and taking his arm.
“Lead me toward that tall, finely-dressed gentleman with dark hair.”
He saw the man she’d entered with. Her brother, the duke. He seemed extremely displeased. James gulped audibly, and Anabel peered at him, her lips quirking.
“I take it you are acquainted?”
“Not formally, but I saw you enter with him. He does not look happy to see me escorting his sister.”
She giggled, and a weight lifted from his chest. “He isn’t so bad. Come. I will introduce you, and you will see. He’ll likely enjoy your company more than mine. He’s not exactly pleased with me either.”
The mystery around this woman was tantalizing, but they reached her brother before James had an opportunity to respond.

      [image: ]The expression on her brother’s face amused Anabel, helping to further dispel her anger. James hadn’t been wrong. She was a terrible liar, and that was something she needed to improve.
Isaac’s jaw was firm, and his posture was rigid. Her amusement faded to weariness. She had told him multiple times that she would only agree to help if he promised to not try to control her behavior, but it seemed he had not taken her seriously.
“Isaac,” she said when they reached her brother, “please allow me to introduce Sir James Marley. Sir James, this is my brother, the Duke of Montgomery.”
“Sir,” Isaac said in his most intimidating tone.
“Your Grace,” Sir James responded, bowing respectfully. “I thank your sister for bestowing the honor of a dance upon me.”
“Indeed,” Isaac said in return.
They stood in awkward silence for a moment before Sir James bowed again and excused himself before disappearing into the crush.
“I thought we had agreed that you were to behave respectably,” Isaac muttered when James was out of earshot.
“I was respectable. What part of what I just did was not respectable?”
“You danced with a man you had not been introduced to.”
“Nonsense! Cece introduced us.”
“An introduction from another lady does not count if the lady in question is another débutante.”
“Well, that is a stupid rule. I can’t control the gossip, and anyhow, there are much more interesting topics for the gossips when it comes to me.”
“Be that as it may, it will not help society’s opinion of you, and by extension me, if you keep flouting their rules.”
She gave him an incredulous look. “You’re worried about society’s opinion of you?”
“Of course. I have a reputation to maintain. I have an important place in the House of Lords and hundreds of people depending on me. I must be above reproach.”
“Isaac, that’s just it. You are a duke and rich as Croesus. Society has no choice but to respect you. You could have your choice of any débutante here. Their mamas would throw them at your feet. You don’t really need me.”
“I don’t want débutantes thrown at me. That is why I need you. It’s easier to observe potential brides if others assume that I am merely reintroducing my sister into society.”
Anabel turned to watch the current procession of dancers. “I did not want to be a part of society. That is why I fled.”
Isaac scoffed. “There’s more to it than that. And anyway, Bel, you cannot spend the rest of your life traveling to town fairs, peddling herbal tonics and tinctures.”
“I wasn’t peddling tonics and tinctures. I peddled exotic cloth and ribbons. Suraya sells the herbal concoctions.”
“Regardless, you were not meant for that life. You are the daughter of a duke. It is your responsibility to take your place in society.”
“I’m only the daughter of a duke because our mother used less than honest means to marry one old enough to be her great-grandfather.”
“Which I am grateful for. It saved you and I from a life as—”
“Do not say that word!” Anabel hissed. “Our family does not descend from the Roma, but if we did I would be just as proud. I have met a few, and they are some of the kindest individuals I’ve ever encountered in my travels.”
“They are swindlers and tricksters, just as our family is.”
Anabel’s body flushed with anger, and then she sensed it. Someone was watching her. Of course, there were many eyes on her this evening, but ever since she’d left the safety of her family, she’d felt as though she was being followed. Her pulse pounded and sweat broke out all over her body. She knew she should not feel this fear and anger in a ballroom. The candlesticks on a nearby table begin to levitate just slightly. She turned her head to observe them directly, and the flames sputtered, though they continued to float.  
Isaac looked in the direction she was staring. “Bel! Stop that this instant!”
She took a deep breath and willed her magic to gently place the candles back on the table.
“What was the purpose of that?!” Isaac asked, his face red and his nostrils flaring.
“I didn’t do it on purpose” she replied curtly. “You know very well I struggle to control myself when I’m under stress. Perhaps you should think of that side effect before arguing with me further.”
He relaxed his clenched jaw until his mouth hung open. “I did not intend to upset you, dear sister. I just need you to see the importance of your proper place. You were not born to live with our grandmother, traveling from town to town and never setting down roots. You were meant to live in a grand house and to be a part of society.”
“I just told you. I don’t want to be a part of society! I am here to help you find a suitable bride who will give you a herd of children to protect your succession. Once that is done, I will return to our family of peddlers and travelers.”
“Enough,” Isaac said with a scowl. “We will discuss this matter in further detail when we return home. For now, let me introduce you to some proper gentlemen to dance with in the hope of restoring your reputation.”
Anabel considered continuing the quarrel, but there was no use arguing with Isaac when he set his mind to something. His ability to compel others to do his will exacerbated his domineering nature. His gift did not work on Anabel, but sometimes she wished it did. She would feel better about going along with this farce if it had been against her own free will.  She pasted on a smile when Isaac introduced her to an acquaintance of his from Oxford and resigned herself to complying with her brother’s wishes for the rest of the night. It could not be over soon enough.

      [image: ]After leaving Lady Anabel with her brother, James returned to his father’s side. The man was deep in conversation with another associate of his, but he quickly ended the discussion when he caught sight of his son.
“You have been neglecting your responsibilities.”
“Have I? I danced with Lady Cecilia.”
“Yes, and then immediately secured a dance with the lady I told you not to pursue.”
“She is Lady Cecilia’s friend, and it would have been rude of me not to ask her to dance.”
His father grunted but did not rebuke him further. “Well, come, we have others you must meet. Lady Eliza and her family are here.”
“I was under the impression that Lady Eliza was likely to make a good match and wouldn’t need our money badly enough to accept my overtures.”
Mr. Marley glared at his son. “Watch your tongue, my boy. These walls have ears. There is no harm in introducing you.”
They made their way to Lady Eliza, who was indeed very pretty and well-mannered, but James found no pleasure in dancing with her. Her speech was vain and dull. She was much too young for James to consider. She was only seventeen and had just debuted a few weeks prior.  He felt odd courting a woman ten years his junior. 
Next, he met the third lady in question, Miss St. John, the daughter of a baron. The poor girl seemed nervous and uncomfortable no matter what James tried to put her at ease. He felt sorry for the lady. Her discomfort was almost palpable, and he didn’t see himself making a match with her either.
After meeting and dancing with all three ladies from his father’s list, he was led around the room to meet the children of Edward’s other acquaintances, resulting in another five dances. By the end of evening, James was exhausted and longed for nothing so much as a hot bath to dip his feet in. He struggled to keep his posture straight as he followed his father to their waiting carriage.
The old man appeared full of vigor as he took his seat across from his son. “Well done, my boy. Other than the one flub early in the evening, you behaved admirably.”
“I’m so glad you approve of my behavior.”
“Whom do you wish to court, now you have met all the ladies?”
“None of them. They are all much too young for me. Furthermore, I don’t believe any were inclined to better our acquaintance.”
“They won’t have much choice if their fathers approve of the match.”
“I am already wary of this plan. If you tell me I need to force a young lady to marry me, I will walk away.”
“There’s no forcing! Once their fathers tell them to marry you, they will fall in line. All young ladies wish to be married. It is their dream in life.”
“Surely not all of them,” James replied, thinking of Cecilia.
“All of them,” his father retorted. “What else does a young lady have? It’s not as if a woman could take up an occupation.”
Edward conveniently forgot about his own mother, James’s grandmother, who had been widowed young and had continued to run her husband’s shop while raising three children. His grandmother ran the shop to this day, although she was ceding more responsibilities every day to her oldest son and his children. Sometimes James envied his cousins who ran the shop with her. They were not quite as successful as his father, but they had a comfortable home, quality belongings, and most importantly, did not have to attend high-society events.
Leaning his head back, he reflected on the evening. His father disapproved of the one lady he wanted to pursue further. His abstract ideas about marriage were solidifying, and the wife he now pictured had reddish-brown hair, striking brown eyes, and a mysterious nature.
A loud cough from his father interrupted his reverie, and he met the man’s eyes in the darkened interior of the carriage. 
“If you were thinking of the duke’s sister, put her out of your mind. Nothing good will come of that.”
“And what is so inappropriate about her?”
“Other than what we discussed earlier?”
James nodded, but said nothing.
“I have heard concerning stories about Lady Anabel.”
James thought of her absence from society. He did not know the reason, but he suspected he was about to hear some wild theories.
“The girl disappeared five years ago. No one knows where she went, but the prevailing opinion is she had an inappropriate liaison and found herself burdened with a bachelor’s son.”
“And what evidence is there of that?”
His father scoffed. “There doesn’t need to be evidence. Her disappearance is reason enough. What puzzles me is why they’ve brought her back with no ceremony. They must know there is gossip, and none of it good. It was very poorly done on Montgomery’s part.”
James chose not to respond as he leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes once more. His father harrumphed before doing the same. Annoying as the old man might be, he knew when his son was done listening

      [image: ]The moment they walked into the house after the ball, Isaac and Anabel were bombarded by their mother. The woman was supposed to have spent the entire season on the continent, which was why Anabel accepted her brother’s request. After spending much of her childhood being ignored by her mother, she had no desire to spend time in the woman’s presence. Now Anabel stood, frozen in place as the woman approached, wishing she could become invisible and escape to her room.
Rowena Montgomery was a handsome woman in her mid-forties. Her fawn-colored skin complimented her thick, dark-brown hair, so dark it was almost black. She had big brown eyes framed in thick eyelashes—the same eyes Anabel, her brother, and most of the extended family shared. Everyone else’s eyes seemed warm, but Rowena’s were cold and calculating.
She stopped a foot away and stared, crossing her arms over her chest.
“So, you’re back.” Her tone was neutral despite her hostile stance.
“As are you. I thought you were going abroad?”
Rowena waved a hand above her head. “I changed my mind when I heard about your reappearance.  I thought we’d never see you again.”
“You needn’t see me now,” Anabel snapped. “It’s not as if you did so when I lived here as a child.”
There was a brief flash of something in her mother’s eyes, but the lady quickly composed herself. “If that is how you are going to speak to me, you can get out. I will not tolerate being disrespected in my own home.”
“No,” Isaac said firmly, shocking both Anabel and their mother. “I have asked Anabel to return, and she will be staying in my home.” He emphasized the word, reminding their mother he was the one who owned the property, along with everything else belonging to the dukedom.
Rowena’s manner changed in an instant. “Of course, darling,” she cooed, although she pinned Anabel with a sharp gaze once he turned away.
“We were not expecting you, Mother, but since you’re here, we may as well speak.” Isaac led the way to the drawing room without further ado, and Anabel and Rowena reluctantly followed. Only after they had settled and sent a servant to fetch refreshments did Isaac speak again.
“I have asked Anabel to come home. It was time for her to stop acting like a—”. He paused at Anabel’s sharp look. “It was time she stopped living like a nomad and took her rightful place among society.”
Rowena contemplated them both suspiciously. “What did he offer you in exchange?”
Anabel flushed. “Nothing! I missed my brother and wanted to see him.” She gathered from his careful statements that their mother did not know about his plans to wed. She would not like knowing she’d been left out of her son’s plans, particularly as the responsibility of helping a son find a bride generally fell to the mother. 
Rowena eyed them both. “There’s something you’re not telling me, but I’ll let it go for now. Don’t think I’ll forget about it, however.”
Anabel had no doubt. Rowena had a particular talent for ferreting out secrets.
After an awkward cup of tea, Anabel excused herself to head to her room. Her maid, Mary, helped her out of her gown and out of the lovely but painful hairstyle. She left Anabel’s hair loose, as was her habit. 
Needing help dressing was a little embarrassing after having so much freedom—and so little privacy—in the last half-decade. She’d shared a tent with her friend Suraya when they were on the road and shared a room with Suraya and her cousin Fiona at the family’s winter-house. Anabel thought of them as she sat in front of the mirror and wound her hair into a loose braid over her shoulder. She missed her loud, boisterous family. When she first went to stay with them, it had been a shock to be surrounded by people, particularly after having spent so much time alone as a child. However, she came to love the open affection and caring they all showed one another.
Being back in her cold, quiet home was lonely. She crawled into bed, the luxurious arrangements foreign after so many years of humble accommodations. The family had slept on pallets, made comfortable thanks to her uncle Fergus’s gift. His talent made even the scratchiest bed of straw feel like a down-stuffed mattress.
Anabel wished she had some of Fergus’s magic now. The bed might be fine quality, but she was lonesome in the solitude of the cavernous room. As she drifted off into a fitful sleep, she thought back on her evening. The ball had been difficult, although she had enjoyed seeing Cecilia and meeting Sir James. 
She recalled her argument with Isaac and of the sensation of being watched. Ever since leaving the safety of her extended family, she had felt a tingling on the back of her neck wherever she went. It was disconcerting. Sometimes her imagination even conjured a voice in her head.
She scoffed at her paranoia. “No one is following me,” she said aloud to the room.
Are you sure about that?
Anabel closed her eye at the menacing whisper and concentrated on driving away the awful sound. That was just her subconscious, wasn’t it? The voice she’d heard had never addressed her directly before.
So afraid. I can even feel it from where I am. Poor dear. So alone among all those people. Someone is going to find out your secret eventually. It’s only a matter of time. 
“No,” Anabel said, sitting up and staring into the darkness. Her heartbeat thrummed in her ears, and she struggled to repress her trembling.
Suddenly, she felt euphoric, as if she were freed from all the burdens of society, all the burdens of life. It was delicious. 
I can give you what you crave, the voice cajoled. Just a simple ritual and you’ll be one of us. You’ll have the family and freedom you’ve always longed for.
Her eyes flew open. She didn’t trust this strange, disembodied entity. “In exchange for what?”
You don’t have to give anything up. Just join me. I can show you the way.
The delicious feeling remained. She was tempted to revel in it, but it had to be a trick. “Leave me alone!” she cried, squeezing her eyes shut. The image of a sturdy door like the one on Montgomery House came into her mind. It was open, and she mentally slammed it shut. A moment later, she opened her eyes. The feeling of being watched was gone.
Was she going mad? Was she possessed by some sort of demon? She wished she knew how to do a protection ritual. She considered getting a book from the library, but she wasn’t even sure what to look for. For now, she reminisced about warm summer nights with her cousins spent playing games around a fire. It was several hours before she fell asleep.






  
  Chapter 3


Despite his late evening, James arrived early the next morning to the office he and Tom leased for their engineering firm. After Edward forbade him from working in the family business, James had tried to please his father and live the life of an idle bachelor, but he found the lifestyle tedious. He longed to do something industrious but struggled to determine what that was. Then he met Tom Reynolds. 
Reynolds was not from a wealthy family. His father had been a mining captain in Cornwall, and, as a boy, Tom had been fascinated with the steam engine used to pump water from the mine. He had studied steam engines of all designs, and his first job had been working on the equipment in the mine where his father worked. He continued to study, learning about inventors making improvements on the steam engine design. It had been a natural progression for him to create inventions of his own. 
His drive to invent had led him to a mechanical exhibition in London, where Reynolds decided there was no better place for him. He wrote to his family and informed them that he had no plans to return. An engineering firm had hired him, and he spent several years allowing another man to take credit for his inventions. James had met Tom by chance one evening at a pub. The two had become fast friends and decided to create their own firm. 
James invested all his own savings in the business, and they did well at first. However, when Tom’s former employer became aware of their existence, they were threatened and intimidated by the larger firm. They’d lost clients because of these tactics and now were struggling. James wanted their venture to succeed, so he’d reached out to his father for support. 
Edward Marley had made his fortune in shipping, becoming known as a supplier who could obtain nearly any goods desired by his clients. While he had plenty of legitimate business lines, his true fortune came from smuggling, which had thrived during the war. His father could afford to grant them a loan to help his firm recover from their recent setback. Even if he never received a return on his investment, he wouldn’t miss the money. But Edward only agreed to provide support if James went along with the marriage scheme first.
James was sitting at his desk, working through his correspondence, when his father walked in.
“What have you got there, my boy?” he asked as he settled into a chair in front of James’s desk.
James bit back a retort. Unfortunately, it was not unusual for the man to drop by unannounced, as if he owned the engineering firm himself. “It’s a letter from one of my chaps at Cambridge. He has some information I’ve been eagerly anticipating.”
“Oh?” Edward spoke in a flat tone as he examined his nails.
“Yes. He writes about recent developments in steam locomotive engines and how they are being used to haul goods. Some great advancements have been made.”
Edward looked at James, his eyes wide. “Locomotives? Those death traps? I’ve heard stories of them exploding. Why would you be interested in such a volatile project?”
“They aren’t as dangerous as they once were. There are some fellows over in Leeds who have been using a stable locomotive to haul some of their goods. These engines are faster and more efficient than horse-drawn conveyances.”
Edward peered at him with a furrowed brow. “How efficient can they be? I’ve heard about tracks buckling under the weight of the engine and freight. It doesn’t seem like a solid investment.”
“That capability is coming, father. Tom has heard of new designs that can better bear the load.”
“Seems a waste to me. Let them create an engine that doesn’t blow up first. One that can haul more than a team of horses.”
“Tom has been working on just such a design. If we could get your investment, I’m sure he could come up with a workable prototype. You’d make your money back ten-fold if we were able to lease the design.”
“None of that. You know my conditions for investing.”
“But—” James began. 
‘Enough!” Edward said. “You are aware of how I feel about you continuing to engage in trade after everything I’ve done to elevate our family. Anyway, I have a more important task for you today. You must
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