
  
    [image: The Summer Romance of the Duke]
  


  
    
      The Summer Romance of the Duke

      A REGENCY NOVELLA

    

    
      
        TRISHA FUENTES

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Ardent Artist Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Summer Romance of the Duke

        Copyright © 2024 by Trisha Fuentes

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Book Cover and formatting provided by

        Trisha Fuentes

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        Published by

        Ardent Artist Books

        www.ardentartistbooks.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Ardent Artist Books]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Ardent Artist Books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ➥ ABOUT US

        Ardent Artist Books was established in 2008

      

        

      
        We publish modern and historical romances once a month!

      

        

      
        Get Your FREE List: Published & Upcoming Books

        visit our website at:

        https://bit.ly/3Wva4o0

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        ➥ WE HAVE BOOK TRAILERS

      

        

      
        Follow us on YouTube!

        https://bit.ly/3W3xn7a

      

        

      
        Like, Subscribe & Comment

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        ➥ WE HAVE SERIALIZED FICTION!

      

        

      
        Visit our website today to download one of our stories that unfold in bite-sized pieces!

      

        

      
        Each installment is just 99¢!

      

        

      
        https://bit.ly/3LsDpJL

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        ➥ LET’S CONNECT!

      

      

      

      Fuel your love of fiction with exclusive content and captivating insights from Ardent Artist Books. Whether you crave the thrill of modern narratives or the timeless elegance of historical fiction, our newsletter delivers a curated selection straight to your inbox.  Plus, as a welcome gift, receive a FREE downloadable eBook:

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “The Family Fix”

      https://bit.ly/49BR3UB

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The Surprise Heir

      

      
        Service Daughter Series

      

      
        About Trisha

      

      
        Also by Trisha Fuentes

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The grand ballroom of the Messingham estate shimmered under the flickering chandeliers, casting a warm glow upon the elegantly dressed guests who swirled like a living tapestry. Lady Juliana Langdon stepped inside, her heart racing as she took in the scene. The air was thick with laughter and the sweet strains of a string quartet, but all that filled her mind was one singular thought: Reggie.

      Her sparkling blue eyes darted across the crowd, scanning the myriad of silks and satins for a familiar figure. There he was—Lord Reginald Haine, the Duke of Messingham—standing tall amidst a throng of admirers, his dark hair and piercing green eyes unmistakable even from a distance. He was engaged in lively conversation, laughter dancing on his lips, yet it did nothing to quell the fluttering in her chest.

      With determination, she began to weave through the sea of finery. She maneuvered past a group of giggling debutantes, their parasols twirling idly above their heads, and sidestepped an exuberant gentleman whose bowtie threatened to pop off with excitement. Each step brought her closer, and with each passing moment, the festive atmosphere faded into a mere backdrop for her singular pursuit.

      “Do excuse me,” she murmured, her voice firm yet polite as she slipped past a cluster of ladies, their eyes glimmering with envy. They regarded her with a mixture of admiration and disdain, but Juliana was impervious to their scrutiny, her gaze fixed unwaveringly on Reggie.

      His laughter rang clear, a sound she had longed to hear—a melodious echo of shared childhood memories. The world around her blurred; the gilded frames, the polished marble floor, the swirling gowns—all diminished until only he remained, standing like a beacon in the midst of chaos.

      “Reginald,” Juliana breathed, a smile unfurling across her lips as she took in the familiar contours of his face. The world around them faded into a mere backdrop, a swirl of silks and lace, but here, in this moment, they stood at the axis of their shared history.

      “Lady Juliana,” he replied, his voice resonating with warmth, an echo of the camaraderie forged in the innocence of youth. His green eyes, alight with mischief, met hers with an intensity that made her heart flutter. They did not need words to speak of what lay unvoiced between them—a promise suspended in the air, fragile yet unwavering.

      “Have you been avoiding me, or is it simply my imagination?” She tilted her head, feigning a pout, though delight danced within her gaze.

      “Ah, the weight of social obligation does conspire against us,” he said, his tone light yet edged with sincerity. “But fear not; I am at your disposal for this evening.”

      At that, the strains of the orchestra filled the ballroom, a lilting waltz that beckoned couples to the polished marble floor. With a deftness born of familiarity, he extended his arm toward her, and she accepted it without hesitation, the subtle electricity sparking between them.

      “Shall we?” he intoned, guiding her gently into the throng of dancers.

      As they stepped past the thrumming crowd, Juliana felt the rhythm of the music pulse through her. Each note seemed to align with the quickening of her heartbeat, every step drawing her closer to him. Together, they glided across the marble, their movements fluid, seamlessly entwined as if choreographed by fate itself.

      In those moments, lost in the dance, she could feel the whispers of the ton, the flutter of curiosity brushing against the edges of her consciousness. Yet, none of it mattered. Not the envious gazes from other ladies nor the murmurs of suitors eager to capture her attention. All that existed was the exquisite intimacy of their shared space.

      “Tell me,” he murmured, leaning slightly closer, the warmth of his breath grazing her ear, “what is it you desire most tonight?”

      “To remain as we are,” she whispered back, her pulse racing as their bodies swayed in perfect harmony. “A moment stolen from time.”

      “Then let us savor it,” he promised, his grip on her waist tightening just enough to ground her amidst the swirling chaos of the ballroom.

      And as they twirled beneath the crystal chandeliers, laughter and music enveloping them, Juliana surrendered to the intoxicating thrill of their connection. In this fleeting embrace of melody and movement, she clung to the hope that perhaps this night would be the catalyst for everything she yearned for—an unbreakable bond forged in the crucible of their hearts.

      As the final notes of the waltz faded into a gentle hush, Juliana and Reggie stepped apart, the energy of their shared rhythm lingering in the air like an unspoken promise. The ballroom around them pulsed with laughter and conversation, yet it felt muted, as if the world had narrowed to include only themselves.

      “Do you suppose the duke's extravagant display of peacocks on the lawn is meant to outshine his guests?” Juliana ventured, her blue eyes sparkling with mischief as she glanced toward the grand windows where the ill-fated birds strutted with all the pride of royalty.

      Reggie's lips quirked into a knowing smile, his green gaze glinting with appreciation for her wit. “I daresay, if he were truly ambitious, he'd have them recite poetry as well,” he replied, his tone light yet edged with sincerity. “Perhaps that would elevate this affair beyond mere spectacle.”

      “Ah, but poetry recited by peacocks? A most intriguing thought.” Juliana laughed softly, relishing the banter that flowed effortlessly between them. “What a delightful scandal that would ignite—imagine the ton’s reaction when they discover that avian artistry has eclipsed their own.”

      “Indeed! I can already hear Lady Pembrum gasping into her fan, feigning a swoon as she declares it a breach of etiquette.” His voice dipped into mock seriousness, and Juliana could hardly contain a chuckle at the mental image.

      “How positively dreadful!” she exclaimed, placing a hand dramatically upon her heart, her laughter ringing like music amidst the chatter surrounding them. “I must warn you, my lord, should a peacock take up the mantle of poet, it may inspire my own verses. I fear they would be far too risqué for polite society.”

      “Then let us keep your talent hidden from public view,” Reggie teased, leaning closer, his breath warm against her ear, “for such scandal might render you the toast of the season, and I would rather not share you with the masses.”

      Juliana felt a flutter in her chest at his words. They stood at the edge of the dance floor, surrounded by swirling gowns and dapper coats, but they existed within a bubble of intimacy, each playful exchange deepening the connection that tethered them together.

      “Is that jealousy I detect, my lord?” she challenged, arching an eyebrow playfully. “Surely, as the Duke of Messingham, you are accustomed to having admirers aplenty.”

      “Jealousy?” He scoffed lightly, though there was a spark in his eyes that suggested otherwise. “Not of those insipid suitors. My concern lies solely with your happiness.”

      “Such noble sentiment!” she countered, her teasing tone buoyed by the warmth of their camaraderie. “You flatter me, but do not think I am so easily swayed by flattery alone.”

      “Nor am I blind to the charms of my competition,” he replied, his gaze drifting across the ballroom, landing momentarily on a group of eager gentlemen, all vying for a chance to capture Juliana's attention. Then, as if pulled by an invisible thread, his eyes snapped back to her, igniting the space between them anew. “But tell me, what does Lady Juliana truly desire, aside from escaping the clutches of the ton?”

      “Freedom, perhaps,” she mused, her voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper. “The freedom to choose whom I wish to engage with—to dance not simply through the evening but through life itself.”

      “Then let us seize this night, shall we?” Reggie proposed, a flicker of determination crossing his face. “We may not be able to sway the whims of others, but we can certainly craft our own story amidst the cacophony.”

      “Indeed,” she replied, her heartbeat quickening as they began to navigate through the throng of elegantly dressed guests, their laughter and fervent exchanges lighting the path ahead. As they moved, Reggie held her arm with the utmost care, guiding her through the sea of silks and satin, ever mindful of her comfort.

      With every word they exchanged, every fleeting touch, the atmosphere crackled with something electric, both thrilling and terrifying. Juliana knew that beneath the laughter and the clever repartee lay a deeper longing—a yearning for something more than mere companionship.

      The music swelled, a lively waltz that filled the grand ballroom of the Messingham estate with vibrant energy. Juliana felt the pulse of the melody in her veins as she and Reggie spun through the crowd, their laughter mingling with the notes, an effortless symphony of companionship.

      “Look there,” Reggie said, nodding toward a group of ladies draped in silks of the most extravagant hues. “I believe they are discussing the latest scandal involving Lord Wexley’s unfortunate misadventure at the opera.”

      Juliana raised an eyebrow, her lips curling into a teasing smile. “Pray tell, was it not simply his propensity for dramatic flourishes? One would think he were auditioning for the stage rather than courting respectability.”

      Reggie's laughter rang out, drawing curious glances from nearby guests. Their banter flowed easily, like the waves lapping against the shore, and whispers began to ripple through the ballroom—a mixture of admiration and envy, underscored by the unmistakable intrigue of a bond so palpable.

      “How delightful to see such ease between you two,” a lady nearby remarked, her tone laced with envy, eyes narrowing ever so slightly. “It is as though you are the only ones in this room.”

      “Indeed,” another chimed in, glancing between them with feigned innocence. “One might wonder if intimacy has blossomed into something altogether more enchanting.”

      Juliana felt a flush rise to her cheeks, but she held firm, diverting her gaze back to Reggie. His green eyes sparkled with mirth, yet beneath that charm, she sensed a shared understanding—a tether that bound them, impervious to the prying eyes of the ton.

      “Let them whisper,” Reggie said softly, leaning closer, his breath warm against her ear. “What matters is our dance, unencumbered by others’ notions and expectations.”

      “Ah, but how can I ignore the suitors who flock like moths around a flame?” she replied, her voice steady despite the fluttering in her heart. “They are relentless in their pursuit, while I stand here entranced by a mere friendship.”

      “Merely friendship?” Reggie echoed, his expression shifting to one of mock incredulity. “I daresay the warmth of your smile could ignite a thousand hearts.”

      “Then let them burn,” she said, meeting his gaze head-on, the conviction in her voice reflecting the yearning within her. “For my heart yearns for more than what they can offer; it seeks the thrill of authenticity.”

      As the music swirled around them, Juliana became acutely aware of the distance between them, both thrilling and agonizingly close. The other gentlemen vying for her attention blurred into insignificance, their attempts at conversation falling flat before the electric connection she shared with Reggie.

      “Promise to lead me away from the watchful eyes,” she teased, her heart racing at the prospect of being swept away by the very man who had captured her thoughts since childhood.

      With a firm grip, he pulled her onto the dance floor, and the world around them faded into a blur of colors and sounds. As they danced, the whispers of the ton grew louder, but all the noise faded into a distant hum compared to the intoxicating connection they shared. In that moment, wrapped in the security of each other's presence, Juliana dared to dream of what lay beyond the confines of societal expectations.

      Reggie’s arm slipped around Juliana's waist as they navigated the throng of elegantly clad guests, his presence a steady anchor in the vibrant sea of colorful gowns and sparkling jewels. The soft murmur of conversation was punctuated by laughter, yet it felt as if the world had narrowed to just the two of them, a cocoon woven from familiarity and unspoken desire.

      “Do you see how they look at us?” Reggie murmured, an amused glint in his piercing green eyes as he guided her past a cluster of ladies, their envious gazes trailing like shadows. “As though we might be plotting some great scandal.”

      Juliana stifled a laugh, her heart fluttering at the playful tone. “Perhaps we are,” she replied, leaning closer, her breath teasingly warm against his ear. To the onlookers, they were merely friends, but beneath their playful banter lay something more profound—an intimacy that seemed to elude the prying eyes of the ton.

      “Then let us give them something truly scandalous to ponder,” he suggested, his voice low, laced with mischief. His fingers brushed against hers for the briefest moment, igniting a spark that sent heat rushing through her, leaving a trail of warmth along her skin.

      “Only if I get to choose the scenario,” she countered, her cheeky smile daring him to play along. She felt emboldened by the connection they shared, emboldened enough to push the boundaries of their friendship.

      “Very well, I am at your service,” he replied with a mock bow, his grin widening, exposing a flash of charm that drew admiring glances from nearby ladies.

      As they continued to weave through the crowd, Juliana couldn’t help but notice the subtle shifts in attention around them. Ladies in feathered hats, bright silks, and shimmering pearls cast furtive glances, their expressions a mix of curiosity and envy. They whispered behind delicate lace fans, speculating how one simple gesture could command so much admiration.

      “Tell me, my lord,” Juliana said, feigning seriousness as they paused near a gilded column, “do you find delight in provoking jealousy among the masses?”

      “Only when it involves your company, dear lady,” he replied, his gaze unwavering, filled with sincerity that made her pulse quicken.

      “Ah, but the stakes are high,” she teased, tilting her head with a playful flick of her auburn locks. “What if one of those jealous ladies decides to take action? I cannot bear the thought of a duel over mere flirtation.”

      “Let them try,” he quipped, his smirk deepening, a glimmer of bravado lighting his features. “In truth, I have no intention of sacrificing our moments for the trivial pursuits of others.”

      “Moments, yes,” she mused, holding his gaze, her heart thudding in rhythm with the music that floated through the air. Each note echoed her unspoken desires, creating a melody that resonated within her very soul.

      “Perhaps we ought to steal away to the gardens, where the moonlight can cloak us from prying eyes,” he suggested, leaning slightly closer, his breath mingling with hers.

      The invitation hung heavy in the air, laden with promise and danger. Juliana felt the weight of expectations pressing down upon her—the expectations of family, society, and the rigid rules that dictated her every move. Yet all of that faded into insignificance beneath the intensity of Reggie's gaze, the allure of what might await them beyond the ballroom's gilded walls.

      “Lead on, then,” she breathed, her heart racing at the prospect of slipping away from the watchful eyes of the ton, even for just a moment. With a gentle tug, Reggie guided her away, their fingers entwined as they danced through the festivities, the world around them blurring into a haze of colors and delightful chaos.

      The whispers of the ton, laced with intrigue, flitted around her like moths to a flame.

      “Have you seen how Messingham watches her?” A lady in a lavender gown leaned toward her companion, her voice tinged with envy. “It is as if they are the only two souls in this grand ballroom.”

      Juliana felt the heat rise to her cheeks, though she maintained her composure, her auburn waves shimmering under the crystal chandeliers. She caught sight of Reggie across the floor, his dark hair tousled just so, green eyes glinting with mischief as he engaged effortlessly with a group of admirers. Each laugh he shared seemed to draw more attention to their undeniable connection, igniting curiosity among the onlookers.

      “Indeed,” another voice chimed in, barely concealing its disdain, “one would think they were betrothed. Yet neither has committed to any other suitors.”

      There it was—an unspoken truth that twisted within Juliana’s chest. They had danced this intricate waltz for years, yet tonight felt different. The air crackled with an electricity that hinted at something deeper than mere friendship. As if sensing her gaze, Reggie turned and their eyes met, a fleeting moment suspended in time. His smile was both reassuring and provocative, promising secrets yet to be shared.

      “Shall we?” he beckoned, offering his arm once more. They slipped away from the gathering, deftly maneuvering through a sea of silk and satin, laughter echoing behind them, while the world faded into a blur of opulence.

      “Do you hear them?” Juliana asked, her voice low, yet laced with playful exasperation. “They speak as if we are but characters in a scandalous play.”

      “Perhaps we are,” Reggie replied, an amused glimmer in his eye. “But let us not provide them with more fodder.”

      As they found refuge in a quiet corner, the noise of the ballroom dulled into a distant hum. They stood close, faces illuminated by the soft glow of candlelight, their breaths mingling in the tension that hung between them. Time stretched, allowing the weight of unspoken words to settle over them like a fine mist.

      “Your birthday approaches, does it not?” he ventured, studying her intently.

      “Yes,” she admitted, her heart racing. “And yours, too. Yet here we stand, still unclaimed, despite the many eligible suitors.”

      “Perhaps we are waiting for something more,” he murmured, his voice a velvet whisper that sent shivers down her spine. The moment felt fragile, laden with the significance of what lay ahead—a choice that loomed over them like a dark cloud, threatening to burst forth at any moment.

      “Or someone,” she added, emboldened by the intimacy of their secluded space.

      “Someone indeed.” His gaze locked onto hers, revealing depths of longing and vulnerability that belied his charming facade.

      As the last notes of the evening's waltz echoed through the ballroom, Juliana felt the world narrow to just the two of them—their shared understanding swirling in the air, palpable and electric. The gathering outside continued unabated, oblivious to the tempest brewing within their hearts. In that dim corner, they stood on the precipice of decision, knowing well the path they must choose—or risk losing one another forever.
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      A fortnight had scarcely passed since the last gala at the Messingham Estate, yet here it was again, alight with a fervor that could all but set the chandeliers ablaze. The grand ballroom burgeoned with the crème de la crème of society, each lady and gentleman arrayed in finery that whispered of wealth and whispered louder of status. Men boasted coats of deep velvets and crisp linens, while women's gowns billowed like blossoms in a zephyr, silks, and satins catching the light in a kaleidoscope of color.

      The air thrummed with the strings of a quartet tucked discreetly beneath a floral bower, their melodies weaving through the throng of guests. Laughter tinkled above the music, punctuated by the clink of crystal and the rustle of taffeta. Here, in the heart of this splendid revelry, the elite of Regency England cavorted under the watchful gaze of oil-painted ancestors.

      Yet beneath the surface gaiety, a current of expectation hummed. Servants, more privy to the whispers of their masters than perhaps they ought, moved with knowing glances between them. Guests, too, were not immune; their murmurs skated along the edges of conversation, speculation ripe as summer fruit.

      “Have you heard? Messingham is to make an announcement,” divulged a dowager countess, her voice barely contained within the confines of discretion.

      “Indeed? One can only surmise the nature of it,” replied her companion, a baron whose eyes betrayed a keen interest despite his measured tone.

      “Matrimonial prospects, I wager,” chimed in a spinster aunt from behind her fan, the words laced with intrigue. “Mark my words, some fortunate damsel is on the cusp of a most advantageous match.”

      With every exchange, anticipation coiled tighter, a spring wound to its utmost before the inevitable release. And at the epicenter of these conjectures stood the Duke of Messingham, blissfully unaware of the tempest he was about to unleash upon polite society.

      Lady Juliana Langdon, her auburn tresses a cascade of gentle rebellion against the strictures of the evening's coiffure, wove through the throng with a grace that belied her inner tumult. Her blue eyes, usually alight with mirth or curiosity, now betrayed an introspection as she exchanged pleasantries with peers and matrons alike. The laughter and nods she offered were but shadows of her usual vivacity; her thoughts ensnared by the enigma that was the Duke of Messingham.

      “Charming night, is it not, Lady Juliana?” inquired Lord Ashford, his smile expectant as he presented a glass of ratafia.

      “Indeed,” she replied, the word more reflex than sentiment. “The Haines always set a splendid table.” Her gaze flickered past him, toward the grand staircase where Reggie was rumored soon to appear.

      “Look at them,” whispered Lady Beatrice, sidling up beside Juliana with a conspiratorial gleam in her eye. “The lot of them prancing about like peacocks, all for naught once Messingham's intentions are declared.”

      Juliana masked her disquiet with a sip of her drink. “And what if they're not what we think?”

      “Come now,” her friend countered with a sly tilt of her head. “You and I both know the tune that's played long before the musicians take their bow.”

      A heavy silence settled over the room as all attention swerved to the top of the marble staircase. There stood Reggie, resplendent in his black tailcoat and crisp white cravat, catching every eye with the dimpled charm that so often graced his lips. His posture, impeccable as the lines of his suit, hinted not at the storm he was about to summon forth.

      “Esteemed guests,” Reggie began, his voice carrying effortlessly above the hushed crowd. “I find myself grateful for your presence this evening, and I must beg a moment of your time for a personal indulgence.”

      The collective breath of the assembly seemed to pause, held captive by his announcement's prelude. Juliana's heart, a traitorous drum against her ribs, matched the cadence of anticipation that rippled through the room.

      “Your moment is ours, Reggie,” called out a jovial baronet, breaking the tension momentarily as chuckles fluttered through the gathering.

      “Ever generous,” Reggie acknowledged with a nod. “In truth, it is a matter of some import I wish to share—a declaration that will chart the course of my future, and perhaps touch upon the lives of some here tonight.”

      Juliana felt the words as one might feel the first droplets of an impending deluge. He had not glanced her way once, yet each syllable seemed a lodestone, drawing her spirit toward an unseen precipice. She
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