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      London, April 1789

      

      Dear Reader,

      Your intrepid correspondent has it on good authority that a certain duke, with lands north of the Scottish border, has had the unfortunate luck to be jilted by his lady love. Rumor also has it that the lady in question, the eldest daughter of a lesser nobleman has fled London to be with her secret lover.

      Members of London’s elite are said to be in total disbelief at the news...

      

      Ewan Radley, Duke of Strathmore, screwed up the scandal sheet and threw it headlong into the fireplace. He watched as the flames hungrily ate it up.

      He didn't need to read anymore. All that mattered was that the rest of London society now knew the scandalous secret he had managed to keep hidden for the past month.

      Lady Beatrice Hastings had called off their engagement and disappeared. His life was in complete disarray.

      “I'll be the laughingstock of the ton,” he muttered.

      In drawing rooms and at breakfast tables in the very best homes in London, he would be the main topic of discussion this morning.

      By rights, he shouldn't care. It wasn't as if theirs had been a love match. Lady Beatrice was the eldest daughter of an old family friend. With a fine bloodline and burdened with a substantial dowry, she had been the perfect candidate for the position of his duchess. The only other candidate with such an impeccable background was her younger sister, Caroline, the woman he had at one time planned to marry.

      Events were still too recent for him to fully comprehend, but Ewan sensed that at some point soon the full extent of the damage caused by his rash decision to take Beatrice to his bed, would be laid bare before him.

      He pushed his breakfast plate away; food offered no comfort to the cold pit of his stomach.

      “Shall I have your carriage brought around your Grace?” asked his butler.

      The House of Lords was sitting that day. As Duke of Strathmore, Ewan had responsibilities that even a scandal such as this could not hold at bay.

      “Yes, Hargreaves. Let us get out into the maelstrom as soon as we can,” he replied.

      With the House of Lords soon to rise for the Easter break, he only had a week in which he would have to maintain a low profile. Once Parliament was in recess, he could escape London and seek refuge at his castle in Scotland.

      And knowing London society as he did, by the time he returned, yet another juicy scandal would have taken the place of his in the public mind.
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      London, November 1789

      

      Lady Caroline Hastings sat and stared at her cold toast. She had long given up on the question as to whether she should put butter on it or not. She simply didn’t care.

      At the other end of the table her parents, Lord, and Lady Hastings, were having their usual daily discussion.

      The Beatrice Briefing, she had privately dubbed it. Every morning for the past eight months, her father had received a daily briefing from his agents as to any developments in the ongoing search for her older sister.

      “The lead down in Cornwall has turned into another dead end,” noted Lord Hastings.

      His wife closed her eyes before letting out a dejected sigh.

      Caroline silently gave her mother her dues. Without fail, the countess left the house every day and went about her business as a leader of London's haute ton. Not once; since Beatrice's disappearance had she missed a single event or declined an expected invitation. She had maintained the stiff upper lip so valued by the elite class.

      No one but the immediate Hastings family knew the truth. That, in the months following Beatrice's disappearance Lady Hastings had come close to a full emotional breakdown. But being the fighter that she was, she had managed to keep her tears and pain private.

      Caroline excused herself from the table and headed out into the hallway intent on retiring to her room. Her fervent hope being that her mother did not expect Caroline to accompany her to any social gatherings this day.

      She did not need yet another day of having to endure the spiteful whispers at social gatherings. The ones which wagered as to whether the wild nature of the eldest Hastings daughter would someday surface within the younger one.

      It hadn’t taken long for acquaintances, and then disappointingly, friends to begin avoiding her company. No one wanted to be associated with an unmarried young woman who had a fallen sister.

      It wasn't the first, nor she expected, the last time that her sister would make life more than a little difficult for her.

      As she reached the bottom of the staircase which led up to the second floor of the elegant townhouse, there was a loud knock at the front door.

      Caroline stopped and waited. It was most unusual for anyone to call this early in the morning, not unless it was a matter of grave urgency.

      Her heart sank as she caught sight of the visitor. It was, Ewan Radley, the Duke of Strathmore. He handed his hat and cane to the Hastings family butler.

      This was the man Caroline had loved and once thought she would marry. The man her sister had stolen right from under her nose.

      The duke was still as handsome a man as he had been the first time, Caroline had set eyes on him some five years earlier. His dark brown hair had been ruffled by his hat, and it stood up in places. Ewan was not a man given to vanity, and he made no effort to bring it under control.

      While the butler went into the breakfast room in search of his master, Ewan waited in the foyer.

      Caroline indulged in a private study of her sister's former fiancé. The man she had long loved from afar.

      If only you had been mine.

      She watched him pick a piece of lint from his long black greatcoat. He rolled it between his long fingers. Fingers she had once dreamed would touch her naked skin. Caress and stroke her as Ewan taught her the pleasures of the flesh in their marital bed.

      He should have been her husband.

      “Lady Caroline.”

      She blinked away the heartbreaking dream, composing herself before taking an uncertain step toward him.

      “Your Grace, it is good to see you. I trust that you are well?”

      Ewan dipped into a gracious bow as Caroline reached his side. She offered him her hand, making every effort to still the tremble which always threatened to overcome her whenever he was close.

      “I am well, thank you for asking. I have come to see your father,” he replied.

      The door behind her opened and her father stepped out into the hall.

      “Strathmore. I take it you have a purpose in visiting at this unsociable hour?”

      Caroline swallowed down a protest at her father's curt behavior. The Duke of Strathmore had once been a bright, beacon of hope for the earl. Someone to marry and tame the reckless Lady Beatrice. It had been hard for him to bear that loss.

      “My apologies for the uncommon hour of my visit, Lord Hastings, but I have news which could not wait until a more civilized time,” replied Ewan.

      He glanced at Caroline.

      “Lord Hastings, is there somewhere that you and I could discuss matters in private?”

      A grey pallor appeared on her father's face. He kept his gaze locked on Ewan. Caroline meanwhile clenched her hands together. She dreaded to think what the impending news could be. And how it might change all their lives.

      “Caroline, go sit with your mother.”
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      Lord Hastings closed the door of his study behind him, and for a moment stood with his back to Ewan, head bowed.

      When he finally did turn, there was a stiffness in his bearing. His shoulders were pulled back, his spine ramrod straight. He looked for all the world like a man about to receive a dozen lashes.

      Pity tore at Ewan; Beatrice's father did not deserve the news he was about to receive. He pulled a letter from out of his coat pocket.

      “I received this earlier this morning. It came from Lady Beatrice's maid, by way of Manchester.”

      Lord Hastings glanced down at the paper in Ewan's hand before looking away.

      “A moment if you don't mind Strathmore. Let me savor the last brief seconds before you confirm my darkest fears. Until you speak, I still have two daughters.”

      Ewan stood silent, remembering that he too had experienced a similar feeling of dread only an hour or so earlier when Hargreaves handed him the letter.

      “Is she dead?”

      Their gazes met once more. Ewan slowly nodded.

      Lord Hastings staggered to the nearest chair and slumped down into it. He covered his eyes with a trembling hand and began to weep. Ewan took a seat in the chair opposite and quietly waited.

      “This will be the death of my wife. She has only managed to maintain her sanity up to this point because she has been holding onto the fervent hope that Beatrice would come to her senses and walk back through our front door. Lord knows what will become of my family now,” said Lord Hastings.

      Ewan unfolded the letter.

      “There is more, if you would let me read all of the letter.”

      “Please.”

      When Ewan eventually finished, Lord Hastings sat back in his chair. He looked for all the world a broken and defeated man.

      “A child you say?” he said.

      “Yes, a child Beatrice died giving birth to some two weeks ago. The blackguard she ran away to be with, abandoned her when he discovered she was with child,” replied Ewan.

      “But why? If he loved her why did he abandon her? I don't understand.”

      This was the moment Ewan had been dreading all morning. His role in the death of Lady Beatrice Hastings

      “Because the child is mine.”
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