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      There are a lot of conversations about the concept of Content Warnings in books and for other media. Having suffered from panic attacks that were triggered by trauma, I would NEVER wish that on my worst enemy. I want you to enjoy what you’re reading, never be pulled away because you were surprised by triggering material. So, I will do my best to include Content Warnings in an author note in each book from now on. Also, look to my website for them, so that you don’t accidentally buy a book that might give you pause.

      

      Content Warning: attempted assault, child abuse (described, not on page).
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        Spring 1797

      

      

      James Rylon stiffened as he watched his father stride across the lawn at Braxton Academy toward him and his two best friends. His heart began to race, he felt the blood drain from his face. The once monthly visits from the Duke of Abernathe were something he dreaded immensely.

      “He always looks so cross,” James’s best friend Graham muttered.

      James swallowed, trying hard not to allow his fear to enter his face. At fourteen, he didn’t like showing that kind of weakness, even to his best friends. “He is always cross,” he whispered.

      His other best friend, Simon, shook his head. “Makes me appreciate my own father a bit more. He mostly just ignores me.”

      James bit his tongue, unwilling to say what was on his mind. Unwilling to let a crack enter his voice when he admitted that his own father despised him.

      The Duke of Abernathe reached them at last and scowled at his son. “Pulham.”

      James flinched. Since he was ten, his father had insisted on calling him by his courtesy title. But he wasn’t the Earl of Pulham. He was James. His sister called him James. When his mother was sober enough to be awake, she called him James. All his friends and teachers called him James.

      The title felt like a yoke his father put around his neck. A weight he could hardly bear with his skinny body.

      “Father,” he responded.

      His father reared back and slapped James across the face hard enough that for a moment James saw stars before his eyes. He couldn’t hold back a humiliating gasp of pain as he jerked his hand up to cover his stinging cheek.

      “You shall call me Your Grace or Abernathe, or at minimum, sir.” His father shook his head. “You are far too old for this Father nonsense.”

      James jerked out a nod. “Y-yes, Your Grace.”

      The duke quickly glanced at his friends, and James did the same. Simon had turned his face and was staring intently at a spot far off in the distance. Graham, on the other hand, was standing ramrod straight, hands fisted at his sides, glaring at James’s father. And being the only one who had begun to grow into a man’s body, it was a rather intimidating sight.

      But Abernathe only chuckled at the challenge in the other boy’s stare. “Mind yourself, boy. You’re not a duke yet.” He turned his attention back to his son. “Come, Pulham. Walk with me.”

      James swallowed past the lump in his throat and did so, stepping into line beside his father as they took their monthly turn around the garden behind Braxton Academy. As always, his father did not ask after him or his studies. He simply barked out questions, ones about the House of Lords, ones about managing estates, ones about title. And, as usual, James stammered answers, most of them wrong, while his father screamed and threatened.

      When the customary quarter of an hour visit was over, Abernathe stopped in his tracks and turned to look down at James.

      “You are hopeless,” his father said with a shake of his head. “Not all my sons were failures. A shame the one who will take my title is. Good day, Pulham.”

      He turned on his heel then and walked away without so much as a backward glance. James stared after him, his chest brewing with a combination of rage and heartache and guilt. Tears stung his eyes and he bent at the waist, breathing shallowly as he tried to fight them. Fight the weakness. Make it go away.

      The bell at the door was being rung, signaling the time had come to cease in sport and exercise and return to classes. James let out a pained grunt. He had to go back. He’d have to face all the others in his classes, his teachers. They would see this weakness. The one he usually hid with good humor and playfulness.

      The weakness that rotted him out from the inside where no one could see.

      “James?”

      He tensed, straightening at the mention of his name. He turned to find Simon and Graham standing a few feet away. He wiped at his eyes, heat filling his cheeks that they’d seen him in such a state.

      “What?” he barked, much louder and more urgently than he should have.

      Simon stared at him a long moment, then came up and slung an arm around James’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s sneak off to the creek.”

      Graham’s face lit up. “Oh yes, let’s do! I don’t want to go listen to Old Comey drone on and on about figures for the next hour and a half. I’d much rather fish.”

      James nodded. “All right.”

      They began to walk away from the school, through the garden, over a low spot in the wall that enclosed it and out into the countryside that surrounded Braxton Academy. They had been walking for over five minutes before anyone spoke.

      “Why is he so cruel to you?” Graham asked.

      Humiliation flowed through him. He’d spent a lifetime having his father harangue him in front of others, but never in front of Graham and Simon. He liked both boys—they had become fast friends, along with a group of others, since he began at Braxton Academy the previous year. He had thrived at the Academy, out from under his father’s shadow, out of his house where he felt so unwanted and unloved.

      “No one else saw or heard him,” Graham assured him. “Simon and I simply followed. I was worried.”

      “Worried about what?” James whispered.

      “That he might strike you again,” Graham said, this time through clenched teeth.

      Simon shot their friend a look before he said, “James, what did he mean when he said not all his sons were failures? You don’t have any brothers, do you?”

      James took a long breath as they crested a low hill and reached the creek at the outer edge of the school property. As Graham dug behind a tree for the fishing poles hidden there, James pondered his response.

      He had never felt safe to discuss his family dynamics. They were complicated and ugly. But with these two boys, he knew he could be more open. And at the moment he was too exhausted to be anything but.

      He sat down on the creek’s edge and stared at the bubbling water as he said, “I did have an older brother, older by fifteen years. A half-brother, Leonard. I never met him, though. He died before I was born. That’s why my father married my mother at all, to produce another heir.”

      Simon stared at him. “How did he die?”

      “An accident,” James said with a shrug. “My father doesn’t speak of him, except to compare me to him. And I never win in the comparison. Apparently Leonard was perfect, you see.”

      “So you’re the replacement?” Graham said as he handed over a pole, now ready with a worm on its hook.

      James flinched and Simon reached out to slap Graham’s arm. “Bloody hell, Graham.”

      Graham glared at him. “I don’t mean it to be cruel.”

      “And he’s right, anyway,” James said as he tossed out his line into the waves. “I’m not the heir, I am the replacement. My father will never forgive me for that.”

      “That’s why he’s so cruel,” Simon said softly.

      The boys were all silent for a long beat, and then James shrugged. “It’s not fair. He’s despised me from the moment I was born and wasn’t Leonard. Actually, he despises all of us, including Meg and Mother. We’re not the family he wanted and he’s made it clear from as early as I can recall. He hates me so much, he won’t even teach me what I need to know, then he screams at me for not knowing it.” He shook his head. “I have no idea how to be a duke.”

      Simon sighed. “I do. It’s all my father talks about with me, how to be the Duke of Crestwood one day.”

      Graham nodded. “I, too, get the Duke of Northfield lectures on a regular basis. Mine even come in letter form.”

      Simon and Graham exchanged a grin, and then Simon’s eyes went wide. “Wait, what if we helped you, James?”

      James looked at him. “What do you mean, help me?”

      “If he won’t teach you, why couldn’t we?” Graham said, sitting up straighter as he took to Simon’s plan. “We could form a little group, a club.”

      “A Duke Club?” Simon said with a roll of his eyes. “Well, isn’t that a little trite?”

      “There are quite a few boys in our class who are going to be dukes,” James said, setting his pole aside and rising to his feet. “There’s Baldwin…Lucas…”

      “Hugh…not the future baron Hugh. The Duke of Brighthollow’s son Hugh,” Graham added. “And a bunch more in classes just below and just above our own.”

      James rubbed his chin. All these boys, all with their knowledge, all helping each other as they prepared to take what was the highest title of the land without being royalty…just the idea gave him hope.

      “We can’t call it a Duke Club,” James said. “Simon is right that it’s silly. But I like the idea of us banding together. Our fathers can be so useless…but together we could be stronger and better than they are.”

      Simon grinned. “I certainly like that idea. But if not a Duke Club, what do we call it?”

      James considered for a moment, then smiled. “The 1797 Club. For its founding year at this creek side.”

      Graham tilted his head. “I like that.”

      James let out a laugh, the sting of his father’s rejection fading for the first time thanks to the excitement of their plan. He paced the water’s edge, his mind racing.

      “There will be much to do. We need to figure out who to invite. And what to do. Where to meet…”

      Simon laughed. “Well, first you have a fish on your line. So catch that and then we’ll talk.”

      James lunged for the jerking pole and began to drag his fish in. But he didn’t care about the wriggling beast. He only cared about what plans he and his friends had set in motion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1810

      

      

      One of the most exclusive and expensive parties that had ever opened a London Season was going on around James Rylon, Duke of Abernathe. There was a lively orchestra, and entertainers who floated through the halls, performing magic and other feats of fantasy. There were fine partners to be had in dancing, and for once the wine wasn’t watered down.

      And he was utterly, completely and unbearably bored. Oh, he smiled and chatted, and everyone had always called him the life of any gathering.

      But he was bored.

      He shifted as a group of ladies approached, smiling behind their fans, the mamas pushing to get a good position for their eligible daughters. He forced a pleasant smile onto his face.

      “Good evening, ladies,” he drawled, searching his mind for names to go with the faces. He would find them, he had no doubt. Surface politeness and perfection were his specialties. What lay beneath was another story, and one he shared with very few others.

      They were all talking at once now, tittering every time he said anything even remotely amusing, and he held back a sigh. He only smiled with something close to authenticity when he saw his best friends, Simon, the Duke of Crestwood, and Graham, the Duke of Northfield, approaching through the crowd. Both had an amused expression at finding him so besieged. Expressions that fell when the ladies caught sight of them and they were drawn into the trap just as he had been.

      “There are so many dukes in your generation,” cooed one of the young ladies, who batted her eyelashes first at James, then at the other two. “And you’re all such good friends.”

      Simon shrugged. “It is the time of the young duke, I suppose.”

      “And yet none of you have chosen to marry,” one of the mamas said, her lip pushing out in a pout.

      “That isn’t true,” James said, grabbing Graham’s arm and all but shoving him into the fray. “Northfield here will marry my sister Margaret. That has been arranged for years.”

      He could see his words didn’t appease the small crowd of ladies, even as they offered a round of half-hearted felicitations nonetheless.

      “Perhaps you will excuse us, ladies,” Simon said, his voice suddenly a little tight. “We have a bit of business to discuss before we all begin dancing.”

      The carrot of future dances dangled before them, the ladies smiled and backed away, but James could still feel their stares on him from across the room. He let out a long sigh.

      “Are you well?” Simon asked, tilting his head and examining James more closely.

      James pressed his lips together. Trust Simon and Graham to see through to the truth. But it wasn’t a truth he as yet wanted to discuss. “Of course,” he said with a wide smile. “Though I can tell it’s going to be a challenging Season if the first night is already so intense.”

      Simon shrugged as he looked off into the crowd, his expression now as serious as James, himself, felt. “We are of an age, I suppose. The expectations are upon us to wed and produce our heirs. It makes us lambs to a slaughter in rooms like these.”

      James nodded. Oh yes, he knew of those expectations all too well. They rested heavily on his shoulders, weighing him down even when he was so practiced at pretending to be light and carefree.

      “Well, I’ve no plans to be leg shackled any time soon,” he said with a laugh that felt very false. He turned to Graham in the hopes he could change the subject. “I’ll leave it to Graham to do the marrying first.”

      Now his smile was real. When his father died eight years ago, his first act as duke was to arrange a union between Graham and his beloved younger sister, Margaret. He did it to solidify her future, but also so that Graham would be his brother in reality, as much as he was in spirit.

      He expected Graham to smile at the talk of his future marriage, but both his friends looked strangely grim. Simon, especially, was now pale and almost looked sick.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen, I need a drink,” Simon muttered, nodding to them both before he left without waiting for a response.

      James stared after him. “What is wrong with him?”

      “I don’t know,” Graham said softly. “He’s been out of sorts lately. He refuses to talk to me about it, though.”

      “Yes, I’ve noticed the same,” James mused.

      “See if one of the others can get it out of him,” Graham suggested.

      James smiled again. The others. Graham was referring to the men in their informal 1797 Club. All men destined to be dukes. They had helped James in so many of his darkest hours. They were the best of men and he was proud to call them friends and allies.

      There was Graham and Simon, of course, his very best friends and the ones who had helped him form the group. They had soon asked Baldwin Undercross, now the Duke of Sheffield, to be a part of it. He’d brought along his cousin, Matthew Cornwallis, now Duke of Tyndale. From him, they had added Ewan Hoffstead, who had recently become the Duke of Dunborrow. He was also mute, but he had a keen intellect and was a good friend.

      Lucas Vincent, now Duke of Willowby, had joined their set a year later. Now he was no longer in London. Truth be told, no one knew where he was at all, but when he returned James had no doubt he would fall right back into their friendship as if not a day had passed.

      Hugh Margoilis, Duke of Brighthollow, and Robert Smithton, Duke of Roseford, had come in after Lucas. Their final member was Christopher Collins, currently the Earl of Idlewood. He was their only member who had not yet inherited his dukedom, though there was no disappointment in that fact, for his father, the Duke of Kingsacre, had been a kind influence on all the men over the years.

      It was a large group, but incredibly tight. James knew he could depend on any one of them to help if he needed it. And he couldn’t imagine a scenario where anything could tear their longtime friendships apart.

      “Why do you ask me to see if someone else could get Simon’s troubles out of him?” James asked.

      Graham arched a brow. “Don’t play as if you don’t know you’re the leader of our little group, James.”

      James laughed, but he appreciated Graham’s informality. When they were alone, Simon and Graham never called him by his title, for they knew Abernathe came with so many negative connotations. Even now, years after the last duke’s death, when someone called him by that title, James flinched a little inside and thought of his father’s cruelty.

      He shook off the thought. “We all have our part, Northfield,” he said.

      Graham folded his arms and the two of them looked out over the party once more. He shot James a side glance and said, “Are you really so opposed to marriage this Season?”

      James tensed slightly as Graham was entering dangerous waters. “I’m only seven and twenty. I feel I have plenty of time to do my…duty.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” Graham said softly. “Or even to find someone who makes it feel like more than a mere duty. I hear falling in love is coming into great fashion these days.”

      It took everything in James not to roll his eyes. Love was a foolish notion, after all. He’d never seen it work out for anyone who attempted it. Certainly, his own parents could hardly stand each other. His father had responded to their unhappiness with shouting and the occasional burst of physical violence. His mother had retreated to her bottle.

      No, he had no interest in marrying. Not this Season. And very possibly not any Season at all.

      “I doubt there is any woman in this room who could tempt me to love, Northfield,” he chuckled. “She would have to be quite extraordinary, indeed.”
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      Emma Liston stood against the wall, wishing she could simply fade into the wallpaper and never be seen again. This was a common reaction when she was dragged to a ball, but tonight it felt more powerful than ever. Normally she slid through these things with only her friend Adelaide at her side. They were wallflowers and liked to have good talks.

      Tonight, Adelaide was not in attendance and somehow Emma had gotten caught up in a circle of young women who were certainly no friends of hers. While she was a mere bluestocking wallflower, Lady Rebecca and Lady Frances were diamonds of the first water. They were pretty and perfect and popular and…mean.

      And right now their focused attention was across the room as they all stared at the Duke of Abernathe and the Duke of Northfield, who were standing together, engaged in what seemed to be a serious conversation.

      “It is such a waste!” Lady Rebecca said, twisting one of her perfectly formed black curls around her finger. “One of them already engaged, the other refuses to even try to find a bride!”

      Emma had been trying very hard not to look at Abernathe while the other two talked. She had been out in Society for four long years and he was the one person who made her the most nervous. She tried to avoid him and his path as often as possible.

      Now, though, she looked at him, dragged to do so by Lady Rebecca’s statement that Abernathe refused to do his duty. Emma knew why he troubled her. He was ridiculously handsome, for one. Probably the best-heeled man she’d ever laid eyes upon.

      He had intense brown eyes and thick dark hair that he wore just a little too long for current fashion. Not that it mattered. Men like Abernathe made fashion, they didn’t follow it. He had once worn a certain pattern on his waistcoat two years before and within weeks every other man in Society had copied the piece. Though none had looked quite so fine in it.

      But it wasn’t just that he was handsome that threw Emma off. It was that he was…golden. He led the pack around him without even noticing he did it. He laughed loud and often, and sometimes inappropriately, and it didn’t matter. He took every bet, he raced every race, he even fought every fight. With a normal man, that kind of boldness would have gotten him tossed out of favor on his ear.

      And yet Abernathe’s legend only grew with each wild act. He could do no wrong.

      In short, he was the opposite of everything she was. Where he was popular, she was forgotten. Where he was handsome, she was plain and she knew it. Where he was golden, she was a bluestocking down to her very toes.

      And yet, sometimes when Emma looked at him, she saw a sadness in his stare. A brief flash of heartbreak that didn’t fit with the confident display of male power he wore about him like a cloak. Those were the moments he made her most nervous, for she knew she’d caught a glimpse of something he didn’t want anyone to see. If he knew she did…well, a man like that could destroy a woman like her without even trying.

      “I’ve heard he’s said he won’t marry this Season, either,” Lady Frances said, dragging Emma from her thoughts with her shrill, annoyed tone. She had folded her arms and was all but glaring at Abernathe like he’d committed a personal offense against her.

      Emma glanced at him again. “I wonder why?” she whispered, almost more to herself than to them as she thought again of those unintended glimpses of sadness.

      Lady Rebecca turned toward her with a laugh. “I would think it wouldn’t matter to you, Emma, either way.”

      There was blood in the water now and Lady Frances met Lady Rebecca’s eyes with a cruel tilt to her lips that Emma knew too well. She braced herself for whatever was to come next.

      “Yes, Emma,” Lady Frances cooed, her tone all false niceness. “It isn’t as if a woman like you would ever catch his eye.”

      “I’ve heard Sir Archibald’s wife finally died,” Lady Rebecca said. “Perhaps you should inquire if he is looking for a wife to take care of those eight children of his.”

      They used “helpful” tones, but there was no denying the cruelty of them. Emma kept her expression neutral as she said, “I hadn’t heard. I’m sorry for his loss and I appreciate your thoughts for me and my future.”

      Lady Rebecca and Lady Frances each smiled and laughed, then they linked arms and flounced off without another word for Emma. When they were gone, she let out the breath she’d been holding in and muttered, “Rotten cows.”

      “I’ve never liked them either.”

      Emma stiffened at the voice that came from behind her. She slowly turned to see who had overheard her inappropriate outburst. She blushed to find Lady Margaret, the sister of the Duke of Abernathe, standing at her back, a smile brightening her pretty face.

      “Lady Margaret,” Emma gasped, her breath suddenly gone from her lungs.

      Like her brother, Margaret was very well liked. If she hadn’t already been engaged to the Duke of Northfield, there was no doubt she would have had dozens of offers of marriage to choose from.

      And yet, unlike the women who had just left Emma’s side, Margaret had always seemed kind when they interacted. Just as she smiled kindly now.

      “I-I shouldn’t have said that,” Emma said. “Please don’t tell them.”

      Margaret slipped up beside her and laughed. “I try to avoid the two of them, myself. I promise you I would never tell them a word of what we think of them.”

      Emma breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.” She shifted with discomfort. “Er, how are you enjoying the party?”

      “Lady Rockford outdoes herself every year trying to make her debut ball memorable. But she has clowns this year and their makeup is disturbing.” Margaret grabbed Emma’s arm and pointed toward one of the performers. “See?”

      Emma looked and found the clown Margaret referred to. The red of his makeup resembled blood just a little too much. “Oh my, that is alarming,” she said with a shiver.

      Margaret laughed and Emma found herself doing the same. “I swear, next year she’ll bring prisoners from Newgate, complete with chains, just to make us all talk.”

      “Oh dear, I think I’ll skip that party,” Emma said.

      Margaret nodded. “I’ll stay home with you.” She smiled broadly. “Now tell me…”

      “Emma,” Emma supplied quickly.

      Margaret’s brow wrinkled. “I know who you are, my dear. I came over to talk to you, didn’t I?”

      “Oh,” Emma said, blushing. “I assumed you might not remember as we haven’t spoken all that much through the years.”

      Margaret shrugged. “These things are always such a crush. It isn’t for lack of wanting to. I’ve always enjoyed our talks when we have spoken.”

      Emma tilted her head, uncertain now if she was being teased. “Have you?”

      “I have. But tell me, what were you and the other two discussing that made you so cross with them?”

      Emma bit her lip, uncertain how to proceed. She’d never been much of a liar, but it felt unseemly to tell Margaret that the ladies had been discussing her own brother.

      “Well…” she began.

      Margaret’s eyebrow arched. “Abernathe,” she suggested.

      Emma felt blood rush to her cheeks. “Yes,” she whispered. “How did you know?”

      “Everyone is always talking about James,” Margaret sighed, and Emma wasn’t certain if she was upset or resigned or angry at that fact.

      “But almost always in a good way, my lady,” Emma said swiftly.

      “Oh please, call me Meg,” Margaret said. “All my friends do.”

      “Meg. Of course.”

      “Let me guess, they were discussing my brother’s reluctance to marry?” Meg continued.

      Emma nodded. “Lady Frances said she heard he will not marry this Season. They were quite disappointed in that potential outcome. He’s, as you know, considered quite a catch for women like them.”

      “Women like them,” Meg mused. “Nasty title hunters? I hope he won’t marry someone like that. If he marries at all.”

      “Is that truly a possibility?” Emma asked with a shake of her head. “That he would not marry?”

      Meg shrugged. “When he thinks I am not listening, he sometimes says things that make me think he is pondering a life lived alone, yes.”

      Emma just barely kept her mouth from dropping open in surprise. It was a ridiculous notion that a man like Abernathe would refuse to do his duty. More than that, he could have virtually any woman he desired. Any one of them would fall at his feet if he asked for their hand. And any woman he so much as looked at would have the entire focus of Society on her.

      “Your mother must be upset at that notion,” Emma said, shivering as she thought of her own mother. Violet Liston was a ball of manic energy, and when she began to roll down a hill toward Emma, there was no escaping her schemes.

      Currently her focus was on seeing Emma married. This Season. As soon as was humanly possible.

      Meg’s face fell. “My mother is…different from others. I doubt she would care what James did or didn’t do.”

      Emma tried not to show any reaction on her face. She sometimes heard little whispers about the Dowager Duchess of Abernathe, but never anything entirely untoward.

      She shifted and fought to find some way to change the subject from the obviously uncomfortable one. “You will marry, though, and soon from what everyone says.”

      Meg smiled, but there was a tightness to her lips. “Yes, I suppose it shall be soon. Northfield and I cannot be engaged forever. My brother is insistent that we make a date for later this year or early next at the latest.”

      Emma stared. She’d hoped she would find a more positive subject with Meg’s engagement. After all, everyone knew that the Duke of Northfield was one of the Duke of Abernathe’s closest friends. He and Meg had practically grown up together and their marriage had been arranged for years.

      And yet Meg’s smile was false and her eyes dull as the subject was broached. Emma barely resisted the urge to shake her head in disbelief. Here she was, her mother pushing her to find a match, her prospects weak at best, nonexistent at worst, and Meg had a duke in her pocket, a man who would let her want for nothing…and she was unsatisfied.

      She would never understand the popular.

      She sought yet another subject, but before she could find one, someone bumped into Meg and Emma from behind. Both of them turned and Emma was shocked to find the Dowager Duchess of Abernathe, herself, standing behind them. She had a drink in her hand and it sloshed in her glass as she staggered.

      “Well, well, well,” the duchess said. “If it isn’t my dutiful daughter.”

      Emma caught her breath as she looked toward Meg and saw the color draining from her cheeks. This was what Meg had meant by her mother being different, apparently. And suddenly Emma understood a great many things she hadn’t fully grasped before.
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      “Meg, I’ve been looking for you,” the Duchess of Abernathe said, rather too loudly. She slugged down another gulp of her drink before she hiccupped.

      Meg’s face had now lost all color, and she stepped forward. “Mother, I thought we talked about how much you would have to drink tonight,” she whispered with a quick look toward Emma.

      Emma’s eyes went wide at this entirely unexpected development. Indeed, the duchess did look deep in her cups. Her eyes were bleary and her body swung.

      “You aren’t my mother, Margaret Elizabeth Elinor Rylon,” the duchess slurred. “You can’t tell me what to do while you sit on that high horse of yours.”

      A few in the crowd close to them were beginning to stare and Meg clutched at her mother’s arm. “Please lower your voice.”

      “Embarrassed, are you?” the duchess hiccupped again.

      Emma stared. No lady she knew would make such a scene at a ball, of all things. She had no idea what to do. She could turn away so that Meg wouldn’t have to be even more embarrassed, but then she’d leave the other woman to deal with the situation herself. She knew how horrible it could be to have others watch you, talk about you.

      She shivered at the thought, and in that moment she made a decision.

      “Your Grace,” she said with a bright smile. “You may not know me, but I’m Emma Liston, a friend of your daughter’s. We were about to go to the retiring room to rest a moment. Perhaps you would like to join us.”

      Meg jerked her face toward Emma and she nodded slightly as if to encourage her. “Yes, Mother. The retiring room is just the place.”

      The duchess looked entirely confused as Meg removed the glass from her mother’s hand, set it aside and then she and Emma each took one of her arms. They began to lead her through the crowd, holding her up as she stumbled in her growing stupor.

      “Don’t fall,” Emma heard Meg whispering through clenched teeth. “Oh, please, don’t fall and let them see.”

      Emma was flooded with a sense of empathy for the other woman. She understood what it was like to have a parent who humiliated her. She understood the fear that engrained, the anxiety. Only it was her father who did it to her, rather than her mother.

      She caught a glimpse of a few in the crowd staring and cleared her throat. “Oh yes, Your Grace, it is dreadfully hot, isn’t it? The retiring room will be just the place to recover your senses.”

      Meg shot her yet another grateful look as those in the crowd went back to what they were doing. But as they exited the room, Meg looked over her shoulder. Emma didn’t know what she was doing, so focused was she on keeping the duchess upright, but within moments of them exiting
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