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        May 1816

        Marrywell, England

      

      

      

      Sadie Campion marched across the damp ground after dropping a loaf of Mrs. Rowell’s fresh bread at Sadie’s eldest brother’s cottage. He hadn’t been at home—he was out in the sheep pasture with their father—and his wife had been chasing their three-year-old son around the parlor while clutching the one-year-old boy on her hip. That had prompted Sadie to take her youngest nephew and amuse him for a good half hour so his mother could have a respite. But now Sadie was behind in her regimen for the day.

      Quickening her pace, she glanced up at the gray sky. “Don’t you rain again. Or at least do me the courtesy of waiting until after I clean the front door. I’d rather not have to add changing clothes to my list of things to do.”

      Sadie strode to the front of the house where she’d placed the broom and ladder that she planned to use outside the door. When she reached the porch, she put her basket down and set the ladder in place. She plucked up the broom and climbed the ladder, frowning at the cobwebs that had been there for too long now. But what was she to do? There simply wasn’t enough time in the day for her to complete everything that needed to be done.

      Though her father would balk and say he didn’t want to spend the money, Sadie needed to talk to him about hiring at least one more person to help. It didn’t have to be a housekeeper, though that would be nice, just someone who could take on a variety of tasks that never seemed to be completed because there weren’t enough people at Fieldstone to do everything.

      Working quickly—both because she was behind, and she was now slightly irritated by her father’s obliviousness to how hard she worked—she didn’t look to see if there was anything living in the webs. So when the spider landed on her forehead, she yelped. She also let go of the ladder and lost her balance, falling backward.

      Panic flashed through her. She didn’t have time to be hurt!

      Instead of hitting the ground, she landed on…someone. The large figure didn’t quite catch her, but his strong arms came around her. “Careful,” a masculine voice murmured near her ear.

      His deep tone and solid form against her back soothed her. She inhaled his sandalwood scent and felt a stirring of awareness as well as curiosity. This was obviously not one of her brothers or her father. Nor was it their groom or the land manager. Who, then, was it?

      Sadie turned to see an astonishingly handsome gentleman she’d never clapped eyes on before. Tall and white with deep-set eyes the color of walnuts and lips that were surely too full for a man, he regarded her with concern. His features were strong and patrician, with a prominent brow and a square jaw, and he looked to be about thirty years of age. He wore a stylish hat, but she could just make out blond hair beneath it.

      “Why on earth are you climbing a ladder without assistance?” he asked, sounding a trifle annoyed as his brows pitched down over his eyes. “What if I hadn’t been here to catch you?” His presumptuous questions dispelled the enchantment that had come over her.

      Sadie took a step back, clutching the broom. The gentleman wasn’t alone. There were two other men standing just beyond him. One, who was a few years older than the rude Adonis, cradled his left arm and wore a pained expression. He possessed a snub nose and thick, dark brows. The other man was perhaps twenty years older than the man who’d caught Sadie. He had a long nose and a sharp chin. His cravat was perhaps the most intricately tied neckcloth Sadie had ever seen.

      “Who are you, and why are you here?” Sadie asked pertly, even as her body still tingled from where her body had touched his.

      “He is the Duke of Lawford, and you should mind your tone,” the older man answered, his dark gray brows pitched into an angry V.

      The blond man shot a look toward the older man before addressing Sadie. “Our coach has lost a wheel. My coachman has injured his arm, and my valet knocked his head.”

      Sadie gasped. “You lost a wheel? Goodness, you are all lucky you weren’t more seriously injured.”

      “I’m fine,” the older man insisted as he continued to glower at Sadie. She looked back toward the “duke.” Was he really a duke? Perhaps they weren’t more badly hurt because the accident had never happened. Indeed, this entire scenario seemed highly unlikely, and it would be just like her brothers to play a joke like this. Sadie narrowed one eye at Adonis. “How do I know you’re a duke? And did you really suffer a mishap?”

      “Of all the impertinence!” the older man snapped, his eyes flashing in outrage.

      The supposed duke exhaled. “If it’s not too much trouble, Mrs…?”

      “Miss Campion.”

      The duke’s eyes widened slightly as if he found her unmarried state surprising. Perhaps he did. As a woman of twenty-four, she was practically on the shelf.

      “Miss Campion, I am indeed the Duke of Lawford. If it’s not too much trouble, might we borrow a vehicle to continue to the nearest town so we may find a physician and someone to repair my coach?” the duke asked.

      Oh dear, it sounded as if he had no idea where they were. Or when.

      “Ah, why don’t you come inside?” Sadie said, summoning a smile as she was about to ruin their day even more.

      “I don’t wish to trouble your employer,” the duke said smoothly.

      Her…what? He likely thought she was a maid. Or the housekeeper—perhaps that was why “Miss” instead of “Mrs.” had surprised him. As housekeeper, she would be Mrs. Campion, whether she was married or not. Sadie glanced down at the mud on her hem from walking across the estate earlier and didn’t have to touch her head to know that a great many curls had escaped her chignon. It was more than believable that she was an employee at Fieldstone instead of the daughter of the owner.

      She didn’t take the time to disabuse the duke of his assumption. “You really need to come inside…to sort things out. Please allow me to offer you some refreshment, and I’ll send for the doctor. Marrywell isn’t two miles down the road.” She gestured west with the broom.

      “Marrywell? I am not familiar with it,” the duke said with authority. “Perhaps someone can drive us into town to see the doctor? Then I can hire a coach to continue driving us to our destination.”

      The man was likely used to getting his way. She gave him a bland smile. “If you’ll just come inside, I’ll be happy to explain why none of that will be possible, unfortunately.”

      The duke blinked, and his blond brows arched. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You’ve arrived on the first day of the Marrywell May Day Matchmaking Festival. No one is available for hire to drive you anywhere, and I daresay there won’t be anyone to repair your coach. Not until the festival concludes. In a week. We could take all of you to town in our, ah, carriage or the much sturdier cart, however I think you will be more comfortable waiting here while the doctor is alerted to your needs.”

      The older man—the valet, Sadie deduced—stepped forward. “That is unacceptable. This is the Duke of Lawford.”

      Goodness, did the man think the duke was some sort of deity?

      Sadie tried one last time. “Please come inside, at the very least so your coachman can rest.”

      The duke’s gaze flicked toward the house, a sprawling, several-times-expanded farmhouse that lacked a uniform style. One might call it “charming” or “quaint.” She could only imagine what an esteemed peer thought of it.

      “It sounds as if we’ll need to secure lodging,” the duke said with a slight frown.

      Sadie gave him a sympathetic look. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible either. Every inn within a ten-mile radius will be booked to the rafters for the festival. Please, just come inside. We can discuss your options while your coachman rests.”

      The duke turned his head to the man holding his arm. “Come, Holden, let’s get you some tea.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace.” The coachman winced as he moved forward, and Sadie noticed he was also limping.

      Sadie hastened to move the ladder. While she set the broom down first, however, the duke picked up the ladder and moved it out of the way of the door.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, adding, “Your Grace.” She picked up her basket and opened the door, gesturing for all three men to go inside.

      Walking into the entrance hall, she led them on through the staircase hall into the parlor. She’d never been embarrassed of her home, and she still wasn’t, but she had to think their modest domicile was not up to ducal standards. The furniture was well cared for, but certainly not new, and the room, as a whole, didn’t pretend to possess any sense of style.

      Sadie held out her hand. “Please sit wherever you’d like. I will have our groom run into town to fetch Dr. Bigby.”

      The coachman sat carefully in a chair and the valet on the settee while the duke remained standing. “Your groom?” Lawford asked. “Who are you exactly?”

      Before she could respond, her father and eldest brother, Esmond, burst in.

      “Damn me, there’s a wrecked coach on the road!” Esmond blinked his jewel-green eyes at the three visitors.

      Sadie’s father, Winchell Campion, glanced toward the duke and his men, his brown gaze cautious and perhaps even judgmental. “Sadie, who are these gentlemen?”

      “Father, Esmond, allow me to present His Grace, the Duke of Lawford. That is his coach on the road.”

      The duke’s eyes narrowed slightly as he regarded Sadie with a sudden blatant curiosity. “Your father owns this estate?”

      Sadie gestured to her father and then her brother. “Yes, this is Winchell Campion, owner of Fieldstone and squire. This is my eldest brother, Esmond.”

      “Your wheel came clean off!” Esmond said excitedly, sweeping off his hat to reveal his dark brown curls. “I bet that scared the piss out of you!” He laughed jovially, and Sadie stared at him.

      Their father jabbed an elbow into Esmond’s side. “That is no way to greet a duke. Or anyone else, for that matter.”

      Esmond straightened and schooled his features into a more serious expression. It was an astonishing transformation and one that typically only their dear departed mother or Esmond’s wife could provoke. “Welcome, Duke,” he said.

      “It’s ‘Your Grace,’” Sadie said softly. “Father, we need to fetch Dr. Bigby. The coachman’s arm is injured, and the valet hit his head.”

      The duke pivoted toward her father. “I said we could call on the doctor in town since we have to find lodging. However, your daughter has indicated this will not be possible.”

      “No, it will not,” her father said with a laugh. “There’s nary a room between here and Winchester.”

      “Then we’ll hire a coach to drive us to our destination,” the duke said, as if Sadie hadn’t already explained that wouldn’t be possible. Did he not believe her?

      “I told him that wouldn’t work either.” Sadie didn’t bother hiding her exasperation.

      “Listen to Sadie,” her father said. “She knows what’s what, and you won’t find a more clever girl.”

      “She mentioned you have a carriage. I would pay you handsomely if we could borrow it. I’ll have it returned as soon as possible.”

      Sadie’s father laughed. “That carriage barely makes it to Marrywell and back. No, no, I’m afraid I couldn’t allow you to risk yourselves, especially not after the bad luck you’ve already experienced. Indeed, there’s no vehicle at Fieldstone that will suffice. Do not despair, however! You’ll stay here. We’ve plenty of room, especially since Philip wed a few months ago.” He referred to Sadie’s other older brother, who, like Esmond, lived in a cottage on the estate.

      “We couldn’t impose,” the duke said tightly.

      Her father walked to him and clapped him on the shoulder, oblivious to the duke’s eyes subtly rounding. “You must, and that’s all there is to it. Your coach is in dire need of repair, and you won’t find anyone to fix it until after the festival. Is your, er, wife with you?”

      The duke’s aristocratic jaw clenched as he looked down his nose at Sadie’s shorter father. “I do not have a duchess. When, pray tell, will the festival conclude?”

      Sadie had also told him that detail. Had he heard nothing she’d said? She pursed her lips at him in annoyance.

      “In a week.” Sadie’s father looked positively delighted.

      “That is unacceptable!” the valet snapped.

      “It is unfortunate,” the duke murmured.

      While Sadie’s father might be pleased to host the duke, Sadie found him arrogant. As well as attractive. No! That didn’t signify. “Can’t Jarvis repair the coach?” she asked. Jarvis was their retired groom and coachman. He lived in a small cottage on the estate.

      “We can’t ask him to do that, not with his arthritic hands,” her father protested.

      “Perhaps he could advise Esmond and Philip, and they could do the actual work,” Sadie suggested. “I’m sure Adam and Richard could help too.” Those were her younger unmarried brothers.

      “I can direct them,” Holden said. “Can’t do much with my arm like this, but mayhap tomorrow, I can instruct them on how to repair the coach.” He shifted in the chair and promptly grimaced. Sadie felt certain he would hurt even more tomorrow and would need to rest.

      “Yes,” the valet said quickly. “We must do whatever is necessary to see His Grace on his way at the earliest possible moment.”

      “Yates, everyone will do their best, but our accident has occurred at an inopportune time,” the duke said to the older man, sounding beleaguered. Lawford then shifted his gaze to Sadie. “I would appreciate if you could enlist whomever you can to work with Holden to complete the repair. I’ll pay you for the work and whatever you need.” The duke looked to his coachman. “I can help you if necessary.”

      Yates appeared horrified. “You cannot perform manual labor. They must have a coach we can borrow,” he insisted.

      Lawford swung his gaze back to Sadie’s father, but it was Sadie who responded. “We do not have a vehicle sufficient for your needs. Our coach is old and…well, it’s inadequate for long trips.” Decrepit was the best description, but Sadie wasn’t going to say that.

      The valet appeared thoroughly outraged. “But His Grace has important business that he must attend to.”

      Yes, well, Sadie needed to not have her orderly life interrupted either. She thought of all the tasks that weren’t getting done while she dealt with this crisis. And would continue to deal with if they hosted a very important guest for a week. Not to mention how their arrival would affect her plans to attend the matchmaking festival. The welcome reception was that very afternoon and set the stage for the entire weeklong event. All young ladies seeking to be matched attended the reception, as well as the May Queen, who chose seven of those ladies to be maidens fair. The queen and her court were the focal point of the festival, and being a maiden fair meant almost certain betrothal by the end of the festival. At twenty-four, Sadie was the same age as the oldest maiden fair ever chosen. This year was her last chance to find a husband—to have a home and family of her own.

      Sadie needed to finish her chores so she could get ready. “I’m sure my brothers—with Holden’s or Jarvis’s instruction—can manage the repair, and you’ll be on to your destination in no time. Mayhap even tomorrow.”

      Her father shook his head vigorously. “Impossible. Replacing the wheel will take a few days at least.”

      Yates opened his mouth, but the duke held up his hand toward him while keeping his focus on Sadie. The older man pressed his lips together.

      Their maid Mavis came in and glanced around the room with interest.

      Sadie had meant to ring for her, but things had been too chaotic. She moved next to Mavis and spoke quietly. “This is the Duke of Lawford and his coachman and valet. Their coach lost its wheel, and they’ll be staying with us for…a while.”

      “Bad luck for them unless they’re happy to attend a matchmaking festival.” Mavis grinned, then her gaze settled on the coachman. “I wouldn’t mind if he came along,” she whispered.

      Ignoring the maid’s saucy observation, Sadie continued, “We need rooms prepared and a tea tray. Are you terribly busy helping Mrs. Rowell?” Their cook made the cakes for the welcome reception, and they were likely in the middle of boxing them all and loading the cart.

      “Gwen and Bryan can keep helping her,” Mavis said, referring to the other maid, who primarily assisted Mrs. Rowell in the scullery, and Mrs. Rowell’s son, who was their groom.

      Sadie grimaced. “We need Bryan to summon Dr. Bigby. His Grace’s coachman has hurt his arm, and his valet hit his head. But if you’re all leaving soon to set up at the reception, he can just take care of it then.”

      Mavis shook her head. “I’ll send him now.”

      “And Gwen should bring tea,” Sadie said.

      “I’ll let her know.” Mavis waggled her dark brows. “Nothing like a bit of excitement on the first day of the festival!”

      Sadie didn’t want this kind of excitement when she was trying to get her chores done so she could go to the reception!

      Mavis looked to the coachman, who was wincing at that moment. “He looks to be in pain. I’ll get his room sorted straightaway.” She left the parlor with haste.

      Sadie addressed their guests. “We’ll have tea in a few minutes, and hopefully, the doctor will arrive within the hour. Your rooms will be ready shortly. Is there anything else we can do for you at the moment?” Sadie was desperate to get on with the things she needed to complete before the reception, but wondered if she ought to stay and entertain the duke. She dearly hoped not.

      “I don’t suppose you could see about removing my coach from the road?” the duke asked.

      “Of course.” Sadie turned her head toward her father and brother. “Papa? Esmond?”

      “Yes, yes,” Papa said. “Esmond! Fetch your brothers and move His Grace’s coach.”

      Sadie should have realized her father wouldn’t help. He much preferred to direct, and even then, he was content to let Sadie manage nearly everything.

      Before Esmond could go, the duke stopped him. “Mr. Campion, if you also wouldn’t mind bringing our cases to the house since we are to be…staying here, I would be most appreciative.”

      Esmond nodded. “Right away, My Grace.”

      Wincing inwardly, Sadie hoped the duke hadn’t noticed that her brother didn’t know the slightest thing about proper address. Sadie wasn’t sure she knew all the rules.

      The coachman, Holden, stood abruptly. He clenched his jaw and clutched his injured arm more tightly. “I must retire. Doesn’t matter if a room’s prepared. Do you have something in the stables?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Sadie replied, hating to see the man in pain. “You should be in the house anyway, so the doctor can examine your arm. We’ll have your room ready in no time. In fact, I’ll go see to it.” That would get her out of the parlor so she could finish her chores.

      Pivoting, she left the room but was stopped in the staircase hall by her father, who’d followed her. “Where are you going?”

      “To help Mavis prepare the rooms. That should have been obvious since I said as much.”

      “I mean, why are you leaving the duke? You need to stay and entertain him.”

      Sadie looked down at her attire and tucked a loose curl behind her ear. “Am I garbed for entertaining? No. I’m dressed for chores. Please let me complete them before I need to prepare for the reception.”

      “You’re going?” he asked, surprised.

      “I’m sure I mentioned it.”

      “I would have remembered,” he said with misplaced certainty. “You’ve only attended—as a potential bride—once. I thought you never meant to return.”

      That had been her intent after the disastrous first year she’d attended the festival as a potential bride. Sadie brushed the memory away. She couldn’t afford to let it occupy her mind when she was, in fact, hoping to use the festival for what it was intended—to find a husband. “I’m twenty-four, Father.” Sadie was out of time, which was why she needed to attend the reception this year. “Don’t you think it’s time I wed?”

      “In fact, I do,” he said, shocking her. He’d never shown the slightest interest in her marital prospects. He was content to have her here managing Fieldstone’s household. “And we must thank divine intervention for the arrival of a duke on our doorstep.” He grinned, his dark eyes dancing with excitement.

      What on earth was her father doing? “I would appreciate you not matching me with the duke. That isn’t even within the realm of possibility.”

      “Why not?” he asked, sounding petulant. “You are pretty and capable. I wager you could manage his ducal estate with ease.”

      She stared at him, wishing he expressed appreciation of her skills when there wasn’t a duke involved. “Then consider this: I don’t want to manage his ducal estate.” The idea of wedding a duke was preposterous. She wouldn’t know the first thing. “I’m going to the reception, where, if I am lucky, the queen will choose me to be crowned one of her seven maidens fair tonight.” That was Sadie’s best chance of making a match. The maidens fair were the most sought after by the bachelors seeking to wed.

      Her father appeared nonplussed. “Why do you need to be a maiden fair or even attend the festival when you have a duke right here?”

      Sadie exerted considerable effort not to roll her eyes. “I’m going to prepare the rooms, then do the rest of my chores. You entertain His Grace. And do not play matchmaker. He’s a duke and I’m a…I don’t know what I am,” she muttered.

      She marched up the stairs and met Mavis in the corridor. The maid carried a stack of linens. “I was just taking these to His Grace’s chamber. Then I’m going to run up and take care of the room for the coachman and valet.”

      “I can make the duke’s bed,” Sadie offered, taking the linens. “Put the coachman and valet in the room at the end of the corridor.” It was the largest on the second floor and had two beds. Only two rooms on that level were occupied—by Mavis and Gwen. Mrs. Rowell lived in a cottage on the estate with her husband and their son.

      “That was my thought as well,” Mavis said. She inclined her head down the corridor. “The duke will be right across from you.”

      Sadie briefly closed her eyes. “You aren’t going to play matchmaker like my father, are you?”

      The maid, who was a few years older than Sadie and had been with the household for over five years, smiled as disbelief flickered in her gaze. “That’s surprising to hear, but I suppose it’s not every day a duke lands on one’s doorstep.”

      “What is it about a duke that makes everyone atwitter?” Sadie mused.

      “Come now, don’t tell me you don’t find him handsome,” Mavis said with a sly smile.

      She did, in fact. And arrogant. Shaking her head, Sadie walked past Mavis feeling disgruntled.

      Everyone viewed the arrival of a duke as some sort of splendid opportunity for Sadie, but to her, it was a massive imposition. She liked order and routine as she had a great many things to manage on a daily basis. This week, she’d planned on attending the entire festival for the first time in four years, and now that was in jeopardy because of the additional work having the duke here would bring.

      She would just have to make do. This was her last chance to be chosen as a maiden fair, which would all but guarantee she would wed. Then, she could manage her own household and have her own family.

      If not, she’d become the Spinster of Fieldstone. And life would pass her by.
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      John Holbrook, the Duke of Lawford, could just barely stand at his full height in the bedchamber assigned to his valet and coachman. Thankfully, they were several inches shorter than he was. Holden sat propped up on his bed, while Yates occupied a chair. The valet wore his usual sour expression, but it was more pronounced today.

      Dr. Bigby had left in his small, two-person gig a short while ago after prescribing rest for both men along with a tonic for pain. Holden’s arm was badly sprained, and the doctor indicated he shouldn’t drive for at least a week. He also needed to rest, so he would not be able to help with the coach repair, at least not tomorrow.

      “It seems as though we are trapped here at Fieldstone for the duration of this silly festival,” Yates said with considerable rancor. “If my head did not pain me, I would walk as far as necessary in search of a coach for us to flee. We should at least find a way to get word to Lord Gillingham to explain our tardiness.” The valet sniffed, which was his favorite wordless expression of distaste.

      Law had managed not to think of the purpose of their journey since the wheel had come off. Now, he realized just how pleasant that had been. Not the accident, but not thinking of his impending betrothal to a young lady he’d never met. “It sounds as if we won’t have luck finding anyone to deliver a message. A week’s delay isn’t that bad.”

      “Your father would think it was,” Yates grumbled. He never failed to remind Law of what his father would do or think. Law excused the nuisance because Yates had been his father’s valet for more than thirty years. It made sense that he was incredibly loyal to the former duke, and Yates was particularly invested in ensuring that Law’s father remained a steadfast presence in his son’s life, even from the grave.

      He was also correct. Law’s father would have had many thoughts about this entire affair. He would have demanded the Campions drive him to town, and he would have bullied his way into an inn, displacing whoever had the misfortune to stand in his way. Then, he would have used the same overbearing demeanor to compel someone to either fix his coach or drive him to Dorset to meet Gillingham. Law couldn’t bring himself to do those things, but he had tried to press for different results with Campion despite his daughter already telling them the futility of their situation. Law regretted doing that.

      Law didn’t respond to Yates, whom he’d taken on after the duke’s death when Law had promoted his own valet to succeed the retiring butler at the London house. While Yates might not have been the valet he might have chosen, Law didn’t have the heart to release him after such a long tenure in the household. That was where he and his father had most differed—Law possessed a heart, though he’d worked to hide that from his father. Since his mother had died when he was fourteen, all his father’s softness, which hadn’t been a great amount, had disappeared. Law had wanted to meet—or exceed—every one of his father’s demands in the hope that it would bring him some measure of happiness.

      That was the reason Law found himself traveling to Dorset: to determine if he and a young woman his father had chosen would suit. As the duke had lain dying, he’d insisted Law vow to wed the daughter of his old friend, the Earl of Gillingham. Law had specifically said he would consider it. There was a reason he hadn’t yet wed at the age of twenty-nine. He’d yet to meet a woman who moved him to want to.

      His father had taken that as an agreement to wed her, however, and had dispatched a letter to Gillingham before dying, saying that Law would marry the man’s daughter. Six months later, Law had agreed to spend a week with Lady Frederica to see if they would suit, but he feared the earl already saw the transaction as complete.

      “Honestly, I’m pleased to have some additional time before potentially consigning myself to the parson’s trap,” Law said. Particularly if it meant spending time with the intriguing Miss Campion. She’d seemed utterly unimpressed with him, and after a lifetime of being told he was more important than nearly everyone else—which was absolute rubbish—he found that rather captivating. He also needed to apologize for his obnoxious behavior. He should not have doubted her, particularly since she was clearly the person in charge here.

      Yates wrinkled his long nose. “You can’t leave Lord Gillingham hanging. He was a dear friend of your father’s. They’ve known each other even longer than I attended His Grace. It was of paramount importance to him that you join the two families. Indeed, your father never pressed for you to marry until Lady Frederica was nearing her debut—precisely because he wanted this union.”

      That much was true. When, at the age of twenty-four, Law had not demonstrated an interest in taking a wife—in truth, he simply hadn’t found a woman he wanted to wed—his father had started to suggest Lady Frederica as his duchess. He’d said that if Law just waited five or so years, she’d be of marriageable age. Their ten-year age difference was of no consequence to Law’s father.

      Now, five years later, Law was indeed contemplating marriage to her. But only because his father had demanded he do so, and Law, as usual, had felt beholden to please his father, especially on his deathbed. Law supposed there was a chance they might suit, but he was not enthusiastic about an arranged marriage. The closer he got to meeting her, the more reluctant he became. This delay was a boon, and Law would seize it.

      Law held up his hands. “I don’t see that there’s anything we can do. Don’t trouble yourself. We’ll just have to make the best of it. To that end, I don’t want either of you discussing the purpose of our journey with anyone. Is that clear?” He pinned his gaze on Yates, for he was the one with a tendency to flap his lips, as he’d demonstrated earlier in the parlor.

      “I wouldn’t presume to speak of such things,” Holden said.

      Law arched a brow at Yates, who crossed his arms and pursed his lips. “I won’t say anything either. I hardly see how it signifies.”

      “I would like to enjoy this unexpected…sojourn,” Law said. “I’d prefer not to think of obligations, and I expect you to comply with my instruction.”

      Yates made a face that looked as though he’d sucked on a lemon. “If you insist.”

      “I do.” Law often found Yates frustrating, but the man did as he was told, likely because his former employer, Law’s father, wouldn’t have tolerated anything else.

      “If the coach manages to be repaired in the next few days, you could drive it,” Holden suggested, thankfully changing the subject.

      “Absolutely not!” Yates’s blue eyes bulged. “He’s a duke!”

      Holden gave the valet a surly stare, but said nothing.

      Law worried that they would be sharing a room. They were vastly different in temperament. Whereas Yates would raise his voice and assert his displeasure, Holden would suffer in silence and ignore most irritations. Law just wasn’t sure how long the coachman could ignore Yates, who could be the biggest irritation of all.

      “I happen to be a duke who can drive a coach, and I will if necessary. I will also assist with the repair if I am able.” However, Law had warmed to the notion of staying for the week and postponing the introduction to his potential bride. “Furthermore, I am a duke who can unpack his own belongings, which I have already nearly completed.” He gave Yates a smug look.

      The valet, in turn, appeared horrified.

      Turning, Law went to the tray the maid had delivered earlier. It held tea and biscuits and some pretty little cakes decorated like flowers and crowns. He picked up one of the cakes and took a bite. Almond and mace danced across his tongue. Swallowing, he waved what was left at Holden and Yates. “If these cakes are any indication of the cook’s talents, we are in for a culinary treat.”

      After eating the rest of the cake and tamping down the urge to devour what remained on the tray, Law went to the door. Turning back toward his retainers, he said, “You should rest—after you eat those cakes, of course. Yates, please take care of Holden since his arm isn’t terribly mobile, and don’t be gruff about it.” He gave the valet his best ducal stare, then departed.

      Taking the stairs down to the first floor, he paused as he saw Miss Campion walking from the chamber situated across the corridor from his. How…interesting to learn his room was so close to hers.

      She looked quite different from earlier in the day when he’d mistaken her for the housekeeper. Her light brown hair had been restyled with no errant curls, which was a shame. He rather liked that aspect of her appearance. Actually, he’d found her quite attractive, and when she’d landed in his arms after losing her balance on the ladder, he’d felt her lush curves. He’d experienced a rush of heat before she’d moved away from him.

      Her emerald gaze met his, and the nostrils of her small, button-shaped nose flared slightly. She walked toward him, and he gave her an appreciative nod. “Miss Campion. You look lovely.”

      She glanced down at herself. He noticed she’d done that earlier too, as if she were self-conscious about her garments. Instead of the earlier sober gown with its muddy hem, she wore a smart, rose-colored walking dress. He would not have mistaken this version of her for a servant.

      In retrospect, he wasn’t sure how he’d erred. She possessed an air of confidence and authority that he found most alluring. Hers was not the demeanor of an employee. No, she was the one issuing commands.

      “Thank you, Your Grace. How are your valet and coachman?”

      “They are doing well, thank you. I left them to fight over the delicious cakes on the tea tray.”

      Miss Campion smiled, and Law was struck by just how pretty she was. There was a genuine warmth and care to her that was so unlike most of the women he met in London. It wasn’t that those women weren’t genuine or warm, but that they didn’t allow themselves to be when meeting a duke. He generally believed that when he encountered most people, he was, more often than not, interacting with an untrue version of that person. At least that was what he’d observed with his father over the years. He’d seen gentlemen behave a certain way in front of him and then in a more relaxed fashion when the duke wasn’t there or paying attention.

      “Mrs. Rowell does make the best cakes,” Miss Campion said. “It’s why she supplies them for the welcome reception. She started several years ago, and I wonder what will happen when she decides to retire from doing so.”

      Law noted that Miss Campion seemed more pleasant than earlier. Or, more accurately, less harried. “I do apologize for causing trouble with our arrival. It is most inconvenient of us to disturb your plans for the festival.”

      She blinked at him. “That is…thank you. It’s very kind of you to say so.”

      “I also wanted to apologize for thinking you were the housekeeper.” He realized he hadn’t met the housekeeper and presumed they didn’t have a butler. “Where is she, by the way? I should like to thank her for accommodating our intrusion.”

      “I’m not surprised you assumed I worked here. I certainly looked as if I do, and well, that’s because I do. We do not have a housekeeper, and before you ask, there is also no butler.”

      Then it was no wonder she was left to clean the front door. Still, one of her brothers should have helped her. Or better yet, they could have done the task entirely. “It did seem as if you manage the household, but I didn’t imagine you wouldn’t have a housekeeper. Isn’t that challenging?”

      She shrugged. “We haven’t had one since I was twelve, when Mrs. Evans died.”

      “I see.” He wanted to ask more questions, such as where her mother was, but he assumed she too had passed away and didn’t want to bring that up when Miss Campion was clearly about to embark on a social occasion. “Where you are going?”

      “To the welcome reception for the matchmaking festival.”

      Law also wanted to ask more questions about the festival. Since he would apparently be staying here, he may as well make the most of the situation. He had an idea. “I’ve never been to a matchmaking festival. Perhaps I could join you?”

      She hesitated. “Ah, yes, I suppose you could. I confess I’m surprised you would want to. I thought you were keen to be on your way to something important.”

      “Since that is not an option, I’m not going to spend my time fretting about it. I’d much rather learn about your festival. Would you mind if I just fetch my hat and gloves from my chamber?”

      “Certainly. I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

      “Oh, and I owe you one more apology,” Law said. “I should not have doubted the information you provided me regarding our situation. You were trying to be helpful, and I was being…difficult.”

      She blinked at him again. “That’s kind of you to say. Thank you. Now I feel as though I’m repeating myself.”

      “Well, I did apologize—necessarily—several times.” Smiling briefly, he hurried to fetch his things, checking his appearance in the glass before running his fingers through his hair.

      When Law arrived downstairs, Mr. Campion stood with his daughter. He wore a wide, expectant smile. “There he is! How splendid that you are driving Sadie to the reception.”

      Miss Campion narrowed her eyes at her father subtly and briefly, but Law caught it. What was that about?

      “I didn’t realize I was driving,” Law said. “I thought your vehicles were insufficient.”

      “For a long journey yes, but our gig is perfect for two people and drives nicely. Go on now.” Campion clapped his hands together. “Make sure my girl is chosen as a maiden fair, will you?”

      Law had no idea what that meant, but said he’d do his best. Offering his arm to Miss Campion, he enjoyed the rush of anticipation her touch provoked. It was hard to believe that he’d awoken that morning with leaden feet, wishing he didn’t have to go to Dorset to meet Lady Frederica. And now he was looking forward to attending a provincial festival with the pretty daughter of a squire, a young lady who was also basically a housekeeper. His father would be repelled. Perhaps that was why Law felt the opposite.

      They went outside to where the gig was waiting in the drive. An older man of around seventy stood beside the single horse. He scrutinized Law for a moment before turning his attention to Miss Campion. His grizzled features softened. “Sadie, you are prettier than any maiden fair to ever be crowned.”

      Miss Campion laughed lightly, and the happy sound fluttered across Law’s chest. “Thank you, Jarvis. This is His Grace, the Duke of Lawford. Did Esmond speak to you about his coach?”

      “Yes. I stopped by the stables.” He shook his head and looked at Law. “You’re lucky you’re walking about. That was a bad accident.”

      It had been rather frightening, and Law was certain that several parts of himself were bruised. “I do appreciate any assistance you can provide. My coachman can also offer guidance on the repair, though I doubt he possesses as much knowledge as you.”

      “He’s also recovering from an injury,” Miss Campion said.

      “We’ll take care of it.” Jarvis gave Law a confident stare. “It’ll take a couple days, especially with everyone so busy at the festival. I imagine the boys will be off most afternoons bowling or spending too much time in the brewer’s field, but we’ll manage.”

      “I appreciate it.” Law handed Miss Campion into the gig, then circled around to get in.

      She waved to Jarvis as they drove away, and Law didn’t wait to begin satisfying his curiosity. “This festival really does monopolize everything, doesn’t it?”

      “It is the heart and soul of Marrywell. Where do you think the town’s name comes from?” she asked with a wry smile.

      Stupidly, he hadn’t put that together. “The town was founded around the festival?”

      “Yes, May Day celebrations were quite popular hundreds of years ago. Marrywell sprang up around one particularly successful festival that boasted a great many matches. It is the oldest May Day festival in England.”

      “Indeed?” Law was impressed. He turned onto the road, near where they’d lost the wheel. “If you don’t mind, explain to me this maiden fair business. How am I to ensure you become one?”

      “You can’t, regardless of what my father said. The May Queen will spend the reception surveying all the young ladies who are looking to wed, then tonight, she will name seven maidens who will become her court for the duration of the festival. They will be crowned at a celebration in the botanical gardens.”

      “You wish to be crowned this evening?”

      She lifted a shoulder, and he sensed a hesitation. Or perhaps a discomfort. “I suppose every young lady does.”

      Law didn’t know her age, but she wasn’t as young as someone embarking on their first Season. He would guess she was in her early twenties. Had she attended this festival many times and not made a match? He found that almost criminal, especially if this festival claimed to make a great many matches.

      He tried to keep things light. “Here I thought the purpose of the festival was to find a match.”

      “It is—mostly—and being a maiden helps that along because those seven ladies become the most popular of the celebration. However, the festival is also just a wonderful time for everyone, with dancing, food, games, and so much more. The Grand Picnic on the middle day of the festival is not to be missed.”

      “I think I’m quite glad to have my business delayed,” he said with a smile.

      “What business is that?”

      “I was to meet with someone about a potential…arrangement.” That was a particularly cold way in which to refer to a betrothal, but in this case, it fit. If there was to be a match between him and Gillingham’s daughter, it would be entirely arranged as a transaction. If Law managed to like Lady Frederica into the bargain, so much the better. However, given that she was chosen by his father, he didn’t expect that to happen.

      Moreover, he didn’t want to go through with the marriage if he wasn’t drawn to her in some way. What sort of marriage was that? Even his obnoxious father had loved Law’s mother.

      “I hope your delay won’t cause trouble for you,” she said.

      Law was actually hoping it would. Perhaps Gillingham would declare him feckless and call the arrangement off. “I’m sure everything will work out as it should,” he said benignly. “Now, do tell me how I can help you become a fair maiden.”
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      Sadie looked askance at Lawford. Was she really riding to the welcome reception with a duke? Apparently so. This was nearly beyond comprehension.

      More than that, he was turning out to be pleasant and mayhap even…charming. Earlier, she’d found him imperious and haughty. When he’d offered to escort her to the reception, she’d hesitated. But then, saying no would have been rude.

      Plus, he’d seemed more relaxed. He’d even complimented her. She’d wondered if he actually meant it or was simply offering a platitude. Gentlemen like him were skilled in empty flirtation. Sadie knew that from experience.

      Except, she should not compare him to Osborne, the man who’d flirted with her most expertly at her first festival as a marriageable young lady four years ago. He’d been a singular blackguard. Not that she could prove that assertion since she hadn’t allowed herself to get close to another gentleman since. It was easier—and less humiliating—to focus on managing Fieldstone.

      She wasn’t even entirely sure she wanted to be a maiden fair. All that attention and fuss…but it was her best chance to wed.

      “Miss Campion?” he prompted, reminding her that he’d posed a question. He glanced over at her, and a tremor danced across her flesh, which had also happened when he’d handed her into the gig. It had also occurred when he’d caught her earlier as she’d lost her balance. She reasoned this was normal since it wasn’t every day that she was this close to a handsome gentleman, let alone a duke. It had to be normal to feel an odd thrill, didn’t it?

      “I don’t know that there is anything you can do to ensure I am chosen. There are no rules. The queen just chooses seven young ladies.”

      “That seems rather arbitrary.”

      “I suppose, but I doubt the queen would agree. Each queen puts her own thought and reason into her selections.” Sadie acknowledged that some queens invested more consideration than others. She recalled two years ago when the queen chose her own family members and friends. She’d wanted them all to make good matches as she had, and they did. Could one really blame her for wanting that for herself?

      “What would you do if you were queen?” the duke asked.

      Sadie would be lying if she said she hadn’t thought about it. Any girl growing up in Marrywell imagined herself as a maiden fair and then queen. “I think I would choose the young ladies who need the most help gaining attention. Perhaps those who are shy or quiet.”

      “Would they be comfortable as maidens fair? You indicated they are the most popular young ladies at the festival.”

      “If they don’t want to be a maiden fair, they wouldn’t attend the reception. That’s the entire purpose of going. You’ll see today that almost everyone there is either an unmarried man seeking a wife, an unmarried lady, or the families—most likely the mothers—of those ladies.”

      “I assume your mother died,” he said. “I’m sorry she can’t be here with you. Has she been gone a long time?”

      “Since I was eight.” Sadie had already been caring for her younger brothers because their mother had been ill. After her death, Sadie had taken on more of her role, but then she’d had the help and support of Mrs. Evans, their housekeeper, until she’d died four years later.

      He sent her a sympathetic look. “That is very young. My mother died when I was fourteen.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. And since you are a duke, I assume your father is also gone?”

      “Yes, he died last autumn. I am still getting used to holding the title, in fact.”

      She heard a note of unease in his voice and found it surprising. From the moment she’d seen him in the drive, he exuded an air of confidence and vitality, as if he were a man who did things instead of watching others. Perhaps she’d made that assessment after he’d caught her and then moved the ladder for her.

      “And do you have siblings?” she asked.

      “Two younger sisters who are wed. They participated in their own matchmaking festival—in London, we call it the Season.” He waggled his blond brows.

      Sadie laughed. His humor was a bit surprising. “Yes, I’ve heard of it. Does it have a crowning ceremony, a brewer’s field, or a pudding competition?”

      He laughed too. “Unfortunately, no. It has presentations to the queen, a never-ending calendar of insipid balls and routs, and, of course, Almack’s.” He shuddered. “But one must impress one of the patronesses to be invited there. On second thought, perhaps it’s somewhat like wooing your May Queen to become a maiden fair.”

      “Except you don’t have to be a maiden fair to attend the festival,” Sadie said. “It sounds as if you don’t enjoy the Season.”

      “It can be tedious, particularly if none of the young ladies on the Marriage Mart strikes your fancy.” His gaze moved toward her briefly, but there was something in his eyes that made her feel almost…breathless.

      Was he trying to communicate something to her?

      Of course not. He was merely being conversational.

      Sadie surprised herself by asking, “Is that why you’re not wed? No one has struck your fancy?”

      “Ah, yes. I think it’s fair to say that.” He glanced in her direction. “You mentioned a pudding competition. Dare I hope your cook also makes delectable puddings?”

      Sadie hoped she hadn’t made him uncomfortable with her question. “Indeed, she does. Mrs. Rowell often wins the categories in which she enters, and she’s won best overall pudding several times.” The pudding competition was one of the few activities Sadie had attended the past four years, along with the Grand Picnic, which really was the most enjoyable event of the festival.

      “Please tell me we get to sample them,” Lawford said with an endearing enthusiasm.

      “I think you may count on being one of the judges. They always seek to choose esteemed members of the community and honored guests. You will surely fall in the latter group.”

      “I’m beginning to think the wheel coming off my coach was a rather happy accident indeed.” He grinned, his features crinkling and making him look far more approachable and relatable than he had when they’d first met. Sadie wondered how she’d ever judged him austere and arrogant. He was showing himself to be quite amiable and in possession of a warm sense of humor.

      They’d arrived in town, and the bustle was nearly overwhelming with traffic and people. Sadie was immediately struck with a pang of anxiety. What if this year was as calamitous as four years ago? She had a sudden urge to return home.

      No, this is necessary. Furthermore, the duke’s presence may give you an advantage. You’re a fool if you don’t seize this opportunity.

      Since she’d been a fool four years ago, she decided she’d rather avoid being one again.

      “This is quite a crush,” the duke said. “What am I to do with the gig? We don’t have a tiger to watch over it.”

      “You can park it on Garden Street next to the botanical gardens and there will be boys who keep an eye on the vehicles. The assembly rooms are on the corner of the High Street and Garden Street.” She gestured to a street up ahead. “Turn to the left there—that’s the High Street.”

      The crowd was even thicker on the High Street. Sadie saw many faces she knew and even more that she didn’t, as the festival drew visitors from a wide radius. The duke drove slowly, navigating the press of vehicles and people with ease.

      “You’re an excellent driver,” she said.

      “Thank you. You should see me in my high-perch phaeton.” He sent her a sly smile, a subtle variation of the grin he’d flashed earlier. She wondered how many ways he could make her heart skip.

      That thought provoked an icy chill to steal over her. The last time she’d fallen prey to a gentleman’s charms, she’d found herself in a most embarrassing situation. It could have been much worse, but it was still the most humiliating event of her life. Because of it, she’d avoided courtship and most of all, the matchmaking aspect of this festival.

      She couldn’t avoid it this year, however, if she intended to have a home and family of her own. She simply needed to keep her wits about her and not be charmed by the silken words of scoundrels.

      Snatching her head from the clouds, she took a deep, restorative breath. “The assembly rooms are just up ahead on the corner—on the right. The High Street ends at the garden, so you can turn either left or right to park the gig.”

      “I’ll go left since it’s easier.” As they turned, he looked toward the botanical gardens. “They look rather extensive. And impeccable, from what I can see.”

      “They are the pride of Marrywell, after the matchmaking festival, of course. The gardens are where the Grand Picnic takes place, as well as the lawn bowling and battledore and shuttlecock, and tonight, the crowning of the May Queen and King. They were chosen at the ball held on the last night of last year’s festival, but they aren’t given their crowns until this evening.”

      He maneuvered the gig to the side of the road along the edge of the gardens. “I see. So, if you are named king and queen, you’re beholden to return to the next festival. Has anyone not done that?”

      “There have been a few occasions, typically involving the birth of a child. I recall hearing about one tragedy, decades ago, when the king was killed in a hunting accident.”

      “Just like my father,” the duke murmured as he climbed out of the gig.

      When he came around to help her down, Sadie looked him in the eye. “Is that how he died? I’m sorry, his loss must have been a shock.”

      The duke took her hand, provoking another flash of awareness that Sadie worked to ignore, and guided her to the ground. “Somewhat. My father had a penchant for doing the most outrageous and potentially dangerous thing possible. He lived to impress and to demonstrate his prowess. There was bound to come a time when the boar—or whatever he pitted himself against—was going to win.”

      He sounded so matter-of-fact. She wondered if he’d suffered any grief. Perhaps they hadn’t been close. She didn’t want to pry into his personal matters, so she simply said, “How sad.”

      The duke looked about, his gaze settling on a boy who was walking near the vehicles that were parked. “Is that one of the lads watching over the horses? I should like to thank him. Or pay him.”

      “He and the other boys will be paid in whatever food is left from the reception, and their stomachs will be stuffed. But you’re welcome to pay them too.”

      “That’s not a bad form of compensation,” the duke said, chuckling. “Especially if they get any of Mrs. Rowell’s cakes. I’d still like to thank him.” Before he could, however, the boy had moved on. “Ah, well, I’m sure I’ll see him later.” He tucked Sadie’s arm around his, and they started toward the assembly rooms.

      “People are looking at us.” Sadie assumed it was because Lawford was so very tall and good-looking.

      “Are they?” He seemed utterly unaware and unbothered.

      As soon as they stepped into the assembly rooms, they were greeted by the constable’s wife, Mrs. Sneed. In her late forties with a wide, tooth-filled smile, she was one of the primary organizers of the festival. She curtsied to the duke. “Welcome, Your Grace. It is Marrywell’s honor to have you here.”

      It seemed Mrs. Rowell, who’d come earlier to put out her cakes, had shared that Fieldstone was hosting a duke. Sadie was certain Mrs. Sneed had already told as many people as possible. That explained the attention they’d garnered outside.

      Mrs. Sneed finally glanced toward Sadie. “Miss Campion, what a surprise to see you here. Given your absence the past few years, I assumed you weren’t interested in being a maiden fair.”

      Sadie clenched her jaw. She wanted to retort with something witty or clever, but words failed her.

      “I can think of no better candidate for maiden fair,” Lawford said with a touch of his earlier haughtiness. “And I’m afraid she had to attend so she could be my guide.” He flashed a thoroughly captivating smile at Sadie, and his demeanor changed, as if he were reserving his true self for her while keeping it from Mrs. Sneed. Sadie doubted that could be true and shook the thought from her head.

      “Well, that’s splendid of you to pay attention to Miss Campion.” Mrs. Sneed somehow managed to make that sound condescending toward Sadie. While still looking at Lawford, she said, “I believe your cook was looking for you, Miss Campion. She is in the refreshment room.”

      Hoping there was nothing wrong, Sadie turned to the duke and took her hand from his arm. “Will you excuse me for a few minutes?”

      “I’ll come with you,” he offered.

      “That isn’t necessary,” Mrs. Sneed interjected. “I’d very much like to introduce you to my husband as well as some of Marrywell’s leading families, including the mayor and his wife. We are incredibly honored by your presence.”

      Sadie knew it was hopeless to object. Mrs. Sneed was an immovable force when she wanted something. Besides, Sadie would be gone only a few minutes. Mouthing, Go, and smiling at the duke, she turned and hurried to the room where the refreshments would be laid out on tables.

      Mrs. Rowell immediately bustled toward her. “Sadie, there you are.” Her forehead was creased, and she wrung her hands. “We are somehow missing two of the boxes of cakes, including the ones made special for the queen and king. Bryan’s gone back to Fieldstone, but he’s on foot. I’m worried he won’t be back before the queen leaves.”

      “She hasn’t even arrived yet, so that isn’t likely to happen.” But Sadie knew how important those cakes were, and not having them would reflect poorly on Mrs. Rowell. Sadie couldn’t have that. “I’ll take the gig back to Fieldstone to fetch the cakes. I’ll pick Bryan up on the way.”

      “You can’t miss the reception,” Mrs. Rowell said with genuine concern.

      “I won’t. We’ll be back before too long,” Sadie said, hoping that would prove true. “The boxes are in the kitchen?”

      “I believe so.” The cook put her hand to her forehead in distress. “Things were so very busy with the arrival of the duke. We must have missed them somehow.”

      Sadie touched the dear woman’s arm. “Don’t fret. I’ll go now. Will you please tell the duke where I went? I fear he’s been intercepted by Mrs. Sneed.”

      Mrs. Rowell nodded. “Poor man. And thank you, Sadie. You’ve the kindest heart.”

      Though Sadie considered bringing the duke with her, she didn’t want to waste the time to find him. Besides, he ought to stay and enjoy himself.

      Hurrying from a side door, she made her way back to Garden Street, where the gig was parked. Getting it out and through the traffic took longer than she’d anticipated. She worked to tamp down her growing frustration, but as each moment ticked past, she felt her chances for being chosen as a maiden fair slipping away. The queen was likely making her way about the reception now, surveying all the unmarried women and deciding whom she would name in tonight’s ceremony. Sadie was missing her opportunity to be seen on the duke’s arm.

      At last, she arrived at Fieldstone, just as Bryan was entering the drive. He was breathing hard when he climbed into the gig. Together, they found the missing cakes in the kitchen and were soon on their way back to town with Bryan driving this time.

      The groom drove straight to the assembly rooms. “You take the box of special cakes in while I park. I’ll bring the rest.”

      “Thank you, Bryan.” Sadie climbed down, and in her haste stumbled, stepping on the hem of her gown. She heard fabric tear but had no idea how bad the damage was. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Bryan leaning toward her.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’ve torn my gown, however. Is it bad?”

      “Er, I can see your petticoat. Sorry, Sadie.”

      A dozen curses stormed through her frustrated mind. She couldn’t go into the reception like this. “You’re going to have to take the cakes inside.”

      “But you need to go to the reception,” Bryan protested.

      “Not in my present state.” She climbed back into the gig. “You take the cakes. And tell His Grace that I’m waiting outside.”

      “Where will you park?” Bryan glanced about. “It’s quite crowded.”

      “I’ll manage.” Unshed tears burned her eyes and throat. Sadie wouldn’t cry in front of the groom. Summoning a fake smile, she told him to hurry inside.

      He picked up the boxes and dashed toward the side door of the assembly rooms.

      Sadie drove on and circled back to the corner. She stared at the assembly rooms with a mix of envy and disappointment. Her last chance to be a maiden fair was gone.

      Why had she waited so long to try again? No, why had she let that awful Walter Osborne ruin things for her four years ago so that she hadn’t wanted to risk humiliation a second time?

      Because it’s easier to be at Fieldstone where you manage everything, where you feel capable and comfortable.

      An angry tear slid down her cheek. She wiped it away. She wasn’t going to let Osborne and that entire horrid experience wreck another matchmaking festival. Sitting in the gig, she took deep breaths and tried to focus on other things, such as how quickly Mavis could repair her gown. It was her best walking dress, and she’d planned to wear it again for the Grand Picnic.

      Finally, the May Queen left the assembly rooms amid much fanfare. Sadie pursed her lips and held herself completely still—like a stone—as she watched more than a dozen unmarried ladies swarming about the entrance. A moment later, the duke emerged.

      Straightening, Sadie mentally chided herself. She was not going to wallow in self-pity in front of the duke. So, she wouldn’t be a maiden fair. She might yet find a match. Plenty of young women did.

      She drove forward and waved to catch the duke’s eye. He strode toward her and climbed into the gig.

      Lawford’s dark gaze regarded her with concern. “The groom told me you had some sort of mishap. What happened?”

      She handed him the reins. “I stepped on the back of my gown in an exceedingly clumsy moment. I’m afraid attending the reception with a visible petticoat wasn’t possible.”

      He frowned. “Does this mean you won’t be a maiden fair?”

      “Yes, but that’s fine,” she managed to force out.

      They drove in silence until they were away from the traffic and heading out of town.

      “I am sorry things did not go as planned,” he said, still frowning. “I did mention you a few times. You may yet have a chance.”

      Despite her disappointment, Sadie was flattered and delighted by his support. “That was most kind of you to mention me, but I doubt it.”

      “May I ask what your ultimate goal is?” He glanced over at her with genuine interest. “Is it to gain popularity or to make a match?”

      “One serves the other,” she said, feeling self-conscious discussing this matter with the duke, whom she’d just met that very day.

      “You want to make a match, then,” he concluded. “Very well. Let’s make that happen.”

      Sadie angled her upper body toward him, careful not to move her backside lest she further damage her gown. “You sound so certain, as if all you need to do is wish something into existence.”

      He shrugged. “If you want something, you should do whatever you can to achieve it.”

      “I suppose that’s relatively easy for a duke.”

      “With some things, but not everything. I’m saying if you put in the work, you will reap rewards. My father used to say that often, and it was one of the few times I agreed with him.”

      That answered Sadie’s question as to the nature of the duke’s relationship with his father. Or at least partly. Now she was curious to know more, but she was more interested in understanding what he was trying to do for her. “How are we going to make a match for me ‘happen’?” she asked.

      “I’m not entirely certain, but I think if I escort you to the crowning celebration tonight and whatever is happening tomorrow, that would be a good start.”

      Sadie recalled the attention they’d received earlier when they’d walked to the assembly rooms. It seemed nearly as much as she’d get if she was a maiden fair. Perhaps his plan had merit. “You’d be willing to do that?”

      “Aside from the fact that I have nothing better to do this week, I would be delighted to help you. After all, you provided aid to me and my retainers in our hour of need. I would be deeply remiss if I didn’t return the kindness.”

      He felt he owed her. Well, that made sense, she supposed.

      He also said he’d be delighted.

      Sadie slid him a furtive look. She’d be daft to refuse his help. Furthermore, why wouldn
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The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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