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Dedication

This book is dedicated exclusively to my Lord Tony, Baron of Pinner, Viscount of Kentish Town, Earl of the Eastern Marches, Protector of the Borderlands, and groom of my own.
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Prologue

On her way down the aisle . . .

Chesham, Buckinghamshire, England

June 1822

If she is to marry, a woman must have a dowry and a groom of her own. At an exquisitely inconvenient moment, Miss Sophie Harlow discovered one essential prerequisite was deserting her.

To be jilted at the altar is the sort of thing that happens to someone’s cousin’s friend’s sister; in other words, it is something that only occurs in rumors and gossip. It never actually happened to anyone, and it couldn’t possibly be happening to her.

Yet here she stood in her new satin wedding gown, hearing the words, “I am deeply sorry, Sophie, but I cannot marry you after all,” from the man who ought to be saying, “I do.”

She could not quite believe it.

Sophie was vaguely aware of the curious expressions of her guests. The Chesham church—small, quaint, centuries old, and well-to-do like the town itself—was packed with friends from the village, extended family members, and visitors from surrounding counties, as many wished to witness the nuptials uniting two of the most prominent families of the local landed gentry.

Of course they were wondering why the groom had stopped the bride halfway down the aisle. Of course they strained to hear what he said in a voice too low to be audible to anyone else.

She saw her dearest friend, Lady Julianna Somerset, in attendance and as curious and concerned as the rest. Even the church cat, Pumpkin, looked intrigued as she peeked out from underneath a pew.

“I am so sorry to cause you such misery,” Matthew repeated quietly, looking pained. His brown eyes were rimmed with red, his skin ashen. His dark hair was brushed forward and tousled in the usual style for a rakish young man. His lips were full and tender, even as he said the bitterest things.

Sophie tried to breathe deeply but her corset would not allow it. She was very glad for the veil obscuring her face.

Misery, indeed.

Her brain was in a fog, and she was pained by every little crack in her heart as it was breaking. Behind the veil her eyes were hot with tears. Her palms were damp underneath her gloves. The cloying aroma of the lilacs in her bridal bouquet was unbearable, so she let them fall onto the stone floor.

It was her wedding day, and he was leaving her. For the occasion, she wore a new cream-colored satin gown with the fashionable high waist and short puffed sleeves, and the delicate lace veil worn by generations of Harlow brides. Flowers decorated the church pews and beeswax candles added to the gentle late-morning light streaming through the stained-glass windows.

All her worldly possessions were packed up in anticipation of the move from her parents’ home to her husband’s. And now the dress and flowers were for nothing, and her belongings were packed to go nowhere.

“But why? And when did you ... and what happened and ... why?” Sophie sputtered.

No one could be expected to form coherent thought in a moment like this.

“Marriage is ... it’s such a commitment ...”

Obviously.

“... and I haven’t experienced enough. I’m not ready yet. There’s so much out there I haven’t seen, or done, or ... I haven’t really lived, Sophie,” Matthew stuttered while he toyed with the polished brass buttons on his brocade waistcoat. He’d lost enormous sums at cards because of this nervous habit. It had vexed her before, but she loathed it now.

“Hadn’t you considered this before you proposed? Or in the entire year that we’ve been betrothed? Or before I started walking down the aisle? Honestly, Matthew, you only realized this now?” Sophie tried, and failed, to keep her voice low. Why she bothered, she knew not. This was not destined to remain a secret.

She was not going to spend the rest of her days as Mrs. Matthew Fletcher after all, but as “Poor Sophie Harlow” or “That girl that got jilted.”

Sophie turned to go, keenly aware that all eyes were on her. Matthew followed.

“How could you do this to me?” she asked once they were in the vestibule of the church, which provided a modicum of privacy from the dozens of prying eyes. Their curiosity was understandable; she would be nearly falling out of her seat straining to hear, too. Presently, however, she was pacing.

“I know my timing is terrible,” he said. “But we have been together for so long already.”

Six months of courtship, and a one-year engagement, to be precise. From the time she made her debut, she had wanted Matthew Fletcher; no one else would do. She had turned down two offers of marriage waiting for him to notice her, and two more as he courted her.

Now she was twenty-one and damaged goods. Sophie the Spinster did, alas, have a ring to it.

“And we were about to spend the rest of our lives together,” he continued.

“Yes, I am aware of that,” she snapped, never ceasing in her steps back and forth like ringing church bells.

“But there is still more for me to experience before I settle down with one woman for the rest of my days,” he said, attempting to explain. It was something in the way he said “one woman” that caught her attention. At that, she paused.

“Who is she, Matthew?” Sophie asked coolly.

He looked in the direction of the heavens.

“Matthew.”

“With Lavinia, I feel as I have never felt before! We only became acquainted a fortnight ago, and yet ... ” He could not meet her gaze. His fingers were fiddling with the buttons again.

“Lavinia?” It was a horrible, stupid name.

“We became acquainted at The Swan,” he said, referring to the inn five miles over in Amersham. “She lost her husband and is now traveling. She has extended an invitation to me to travel with her.”

“Matthew, I’m afraid I don’t quite understand. You’re leaving me—your sweetheart, your fiancée, your bride—for a woman you met at an inn less than a month ago?”

Matthew did not say anything, but his silence was answer enough.

“Oh God,” she whispered as the truth began to take hold. All the tiny cracks in her heart added up and now the whole thing crumbled into dust. Sophie clutched her hands over her chest and sank to her knees. Her wedding gown billowed around her on the stone floor.

She had loved him, promised herself to him and entrusted him with her heart and her future. And he was leaving her and the life they had planned.

He murmured her name and attempted to console her by snaking his arm around her waist.

“No.”

She shrugged off his hands, for she could not bear to be touched by him now, when he likely had held another woman with those arms and kissed another woman with those lips.

And yet, for more than a year, his arms and his kisses had been the surest comfort she had known. He had stolen that from her, too, at the moment when she needed it most.

Traitorous, heartbreaking bounder.

“Sophie,” he whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

“Oh! How could you!” She stood suddenly, and he did as well.

“Sophie, I—”

She smacked him on the shoulder. “How could you do this to me?”

“I’m so sorry,” he repeated. She didn’t want to hear it. He could apologize a thousand times with his sad brown eyes and she doubted she could ever forgive him for this.

She balled her hands into fists and pummeled his chest. “How could you do this to us?”

Matthew didn’t try to stop her, but he did take a step back. Sophie took one step forward, fists flying all the while. In that manner, they started down the aisle. She might just make it to the altar after all—by beating her unwilling groom every step of the way.

Almost.

Matthew tripped over the bridal bouquet she had dropped in the aisle and he began to tumble backward. With flailing arms he reached out for something to steady himself, and grasped onto Sophie’s veil, the very one worn by generations of Harlow brides. He took it with him as he fell, mussing up her elaborately arranged hair and tearing the old, delicate family heirloom.

A hush fell over the church. Not a sound from the entryway to the candles and flowers at the altar, from the hard wooden pews to the high, vaulted ceiling—save for heavy footsteps thudding toward her.

“Sophie, stand back,” her brother Edward declared as he marched toward her.

“What are you doing?” she asked as he helped Matthew to his feet.

The thud of her brother’s fist against Matthew’s face and the hideous crack of his jawbone was her answer.

And with that, all hell broke loose.

Edward pulled Matthew up and planted another facer on him, sending him falling once more. He knocked into the vicar, who stumbled and stepped on Pumpkin’s tail. The poor cat yowled and leapt onto the overly decorated bonnet of Mrs. Beaverbrooke, who shrieked once at the initial shock and again when she saw the damage done. The cat jumped from lap to lap, eliciting shouts and cries in her wake.

Mrs. Harlow fainted. Sophie’s father was heard arguing with Mr. Fletcher. Matthew’s brothers joined the fray, and the guests quit the pews to crowd around. Someone stepped on Sophie’s gown and she cringed at the sound of satin tearing. A baby was wailing. The vicar repeated “Let’s calm down now” to absolutely no effect.

Sophie was left alone in a torn gown with a damaged veil, forgotten by all.

“You are still standing at least,” Julianna said as she arrived at Sophie’s side.

They were the very best of friends—born a month apart, raised only a half-mile apart. They learned to walk together and talk together. Sometimes Sophie thought that Julianna knew her better than she knew herself. She was the one person she needed right now, the one who would understand this betrayal, the one who would know what to do.

“I’m never going to live this down, am I?” Sophie remarked dryly as she surveyed the mayhem unfolding.

“I’m afraid they will be talking about it for decades,” Julianna answered in her typically forthright manner.

There would be talk, naturally. The story of Matthew throwing her over at the last possible minute and the subsequent mayhem would spread far and wide. She would not be able to go into any town within four counties without stares, whispers, or snide remarks. No man would willingly bind himself to a woman with such a reputation, and a woman was nothing without a good, honest, and scandal-free name.

“What do I do now?” Sophie asked. Honestly, she didn’t know. From the day she was born, her parents had raised her to one purpose: marry, and marry well.

“There is only one thing, really,” Julianna said confidently, linking their arms together and guiding Sophie through the crowd toward the door. “You must come with me to London.”







Chapter 1

During a mad dash from a wedding ... 

St. George’s Church

Hanover Square, London

One year later, 1823

It was the last place she wanted to be, but no marriage in high life would be complete without Miss Sophie Harlow. This time last year, she had been fleeing from her own disastrous wedding. Now she reported on everyone else’s.

Her life had taken a shocking change of direction, and she was occasionally still stunned by it. A combination of heartache, madness, humiliation, and a desire to begin anew had driven her to this grand city where she knew no one, save for her dearest friend.

Within a week of her arrival in London, it was clear that she would need an income, for she hated living on Julianna’s limited funds provided by her late husband’s estate, and the prospect of starving was equally distasteful. Her options for employment were to be a seamstress, servant, governess, or mistress and none appealed to her.

Out of desperation, Sophie had done the unthinkable and applied for a man’s job—the position of secretary to Mr. Derek Knightly, the publisher of the town’s wildly popular newspaper, The London Weekly. It had been an outrageous act, and unlikely prospect, but Sophie decided to take the risk.

Even now, a year later, she couldn’t quite believe she had done so. Like all girls of a certain social standing, Sophie had been raised to marry advantageously. To work ... well, it was unthinkable! But so was starving.

Surprisingly, Sophie had left the interview with an offer from Mr. Knightly to write about the one thing she feared most: weddings. Though she had been raised to be a wife, Sophie became a writer.

No man would do it, Mr. Knightly had said. She wouldn’t do it either, if it weren’t for her other less desirable options of seamstress or servant, governess or mistress.

Thus, she became the Miss Harlow of the regular column “Miss Harlow’s Marriage in High Life.” Inspired by Sophie, Julianna had also turned to writing and had secured a gossip column: “Fashionable Intelligence” by A Lady of Distinction. They, along with Eliza Fielding and Annabelle Swift, were the Writing Girls—and within weeks of their debut in the pages of The London Weekly, had become famous.

Mr. Knightly had a hunch that women writers would be scandalous, and that scandals would translate to sales. He was right.

It was all very glamorous except for the small requirement of attending wedding after wedding after wedding ...

Sophie sat at the end of a pew, toward the wall, away from the center aisle where the bride would pass. It was an escapable position.

Julianna was by her side, surreptitiously taking in everything that might be gossiped about: who wore what, who conversed with whom, who was in attendance, and who was not.

Everyone looked happy. Pleasant. It was a lovely morning in June and two people in love were going to unite in holy matrimony and presumably live happily ever after.

Sophie felt sick. She never got used to it. Weddings. The nerves. This was her third ceremony of the day—everyone always got married before noon on Saturdays, with a few exceptions—and this was, thankfully, the last one. Still, she was treated with the usual swell and sequence of horrid feelings.

Her stomach tightened into a knot. Her palms became clammy. She was remembering another wedding in June and the slow breaking of her heart as everyone stared on with curiosity and pity. Breathe, she commanded herself.

Inhale. She fanned herself with the voucher required to gain admittance—a violation of etiquette, but absolutely essential. Exhale.

Seamstress or servant, governess or mistress ...

She chanted this sequence of her alternative professions, which generally soothed her like a lullaby. As soon as the bride joined the groom at the altar, her feelings would subside. Until that moment ...

“Still? ...” Julianna queried. Sophie’s breaths were labored and her lips were moving ever so slightly: seamstress or servant, governess or mistress ...

Sophie only nodded, suspecting that she looked ready to be carted off to Bedlam.

“My God, I would like to grievously maim that vile bounder,” Julianna said. And though she had made a certain peace with the man who had jilted her, at the moment Sophie’s feelings were the same.

“You have spoken my mind,” Sophie said.

“Of course, if he hadn’t abandoned you like that, then you wouldn’t have joined me in London, and we wouldn’t be making newspaper history, so we might say that old Matthew Fletcher has done us a favor.”

Sophie looked murderously at her friend. As lovely as life in London was—with amazing parties, plays, shops, and company—she’d give it all up in a second for the love of a good, reliable, honest husband.

“Or we might not,” Julianna continued.

“What is taking so long?” Sophie asked in a whisper. This is when she became exceptionally nervous—when people were late, and when it seemed like the ceremony might not go smoothly. When someone might, say, be jilted in front of everyone.

Honestly, this was not to be endured!

“Probably a torn hem or something insignificant—oh my lord, he is not!” Julianna exclaimed.

“What is it?” Sophie asked.

“The groom is leaving the altar,” Julianna explained excitedly. The din of hundreds of guests chattering grew louder. This ought to have been welcome news, for it would make splendid additions to their columns. But Sophie’s heart—or what was left of it—ached too much.

Sophie forced herself to breathe. “Grievously maimed” would not be sufficient for Fletcher; Sophie was thinking murder now. One year later and she still could not sit through a wedding without suffering the most severe agonies!

“Where is the bride?” she asked her tall friend, who could see much more than she.

“No sign of her,” Julianna answered.

“I cannot stay for this,” Sophie whispered. She stood up and stepped easily into the far aisle, congratulating herself on having had the foresight to take this seat.

“But your column!” Julianna reminded her, and those seated nearby turned to look at the author of “Miss Harlow’s Marriage in High Life,” whispering excitedly about seeing her at the wedding.

“Take notes for me. Please,” Sophie pleaded, and gave her paper and pencil to her friend.

Sophie kept her gaze low as she rushed out of the church. On a good day she could barely stand it, and today it was all too much. Her only thought was to get away before she began to cry, for this time last year she had fled from a different church, under different circumstances. Perhaps one day she might leave a church with a groom of her own on her arm.

The bright sunlight was blinding as she stepped outside, but Sophie forged ahead through a crowd waiting in expectation to catch a glimpse of the bride and the aristocrats in attendance. She rushed away from Hanover Square toward Piccadilly with eyes to the ground and oblivious to everything until a woman’s scream brought her to a halt.







Chapter 2

One month before the wedding ... 

White’s Gentleman’s Club

St. James’s Street, London

“An English gentleman is someone who knows exactly when to stop being one,” Lord Roxbury declared. His companions—the usual assortment of peers, second sons, and rakes of all sorts—heartily expressed their agreement.

Henry William Cameron Hamilton kept his disagreement to himself. As tenth Duke of Hamilton and Brandon, he did not have the luxury of even a momentary lapse in gentlemanly behavior. Thus, he never drank overmuch, nor made foolish wagers, nor made an ass of himself over a woman. Vice and excess were strangers to him. Reckless behavior was just not done.

“An English gentleman is someone who knows—” Lord Biddulph did not manage to complete the sentence for falling over drunk. His head thudded onto the tabletop, and his limp arm sent a crystal glass falling and shattering on the floor. His comrades erupted in uproarious laughter.

Brandon, as he was known, noted that it was before noon.

He folded the newspaper he had been reading and set it aside. His friend, Lord Roxbury, caught his eye from across the room and raised his glass of brandy to him, an invitation for Brandon to join them. Regretfully, he declined. Account books were awaiting his review, and doing sums after the consumption of alcohol was not one of his talents.

Though they were his peers in age and in social standing, Brandon felt worlds apart and years older. He had once been as rakish and carefree as the next until he had inherited at eighteen. There had been a time when he certainly would have joined them.

Brandon didn’t particularly miss drinking himself into a stupor before dusk, and carousing with opera singers and actresses. He did miss having the liberty to do so without much care for the consequences.

He had forgotten what it felt like to make a decision without considering the effect it would have on his mother, three sisters, the household staff, and the hundreds of tenants who relied upon his judgment and good sense. He wondered what it would be like to feel no obligation to the ancient legacy he had a duty to perpetuate.

To forget he was a duke.

To just be ... himself.

Brandon did not give voice to such thoughts because no one ever wanted to hear the trials and tribulations of a man of his position. Instead, he took his leave of the others and stepped out of the dark, smoky haven of his club and into the sunshine.

Returning to Hamilton House to balance account books was the last thing any sane person would want to do on a fine summer day like this one. But it had to be done, although a long walk home would be a fine compromise.

As he passed Burlington Arcade, his attention was caught by a woman’s scream. She was pointing to another woman in a pale blue dress dashing toward certain disaster. At the sound of the shriek, the girl paused, idiotically frozen with fear, as a carriage pulled by a team of six white horses charged directly toward her.

Brandon bolted forward, knocking over a youth selling newssheets, and sending the gray papers flying high. He lunged forward, grasped her waist with both hands, and yanked her out of the way. She crashed against his chest, knocking the air out of him.

The horses thundered past and the carriage followed.

He held her in his arms. He had saved her.

Brandon held her close for a second longer than was necessary or proper, in part because she made no move to escape and admittedly because she was warm and luscious in his arms. After a moment, he eased her to her feet and let her go. By then a crowd had gathered. He suspected a scene, and he frowned.

But then Brandon caught a glimpse of her plump pink lips and dark curls underneath her bonnet, and the corners of his mouth reluctantly turned up.

“Thank you,” she said faintly. She took a deep breath—and his gaze was drawn to the rise and fall of her breasts. He sucked in his own breath. And then she tilted her head back to look up at him with velvety dark brown eyes.

“You saved my life,” she said. Her voice wavered. Her pink lips formed a slight smile. She was in shock, but so was he.

For a moment, neither moved.

The longer he looked at her, the more the clatter of the horses’ hooves on the cobblestones, the shouts of the merchants, the shoves of the pedestrians all faded, and he was only conscious of an irrational wish to kiss her.

Brandon’s heart was pounding and his breath scarce ... from his recent exertions, of course. It certainly wasn’t because of her full, luscious mouth.

He told himself that his inability to breathe had nothing to do with her large brown eyes shadowed by dark lashes, and the way they widened as she looked at him.

Her cheeks were pink, and he wondered if it was because of the sun, or something else?

Brandon yearned to sink his fingers into the mass of dark, glossy ringlets framing her face, to urge her close enough so that he could kiss her.

Here. Now. On one of the busiest streets in London.

That had nothing to do with why his heart was thudding heavily.

He could not lie—it had everything to do with it. He was ... unfathomably, suddenly, and overwhelmingly entranced by this daydreaming girl who had nearly been trampled by a team of horses.

“Where are we going, miss? I shall escort you,” Brandon said. It was clear she was a danger to herself and others, and thus, it was his duty as a gentleman to offer his protection. That, and he did not want to part with her just yet.

“We are not going anywhere,” she answered, with an uneven smile. She still seemed a bit pale underneath that blush, almost feverish, and certainly still affected by her near-death experience. “Though I thank you for the offer. You’ve helped me so much already, I couldn’t possibly ask any more of you.”

In his opinion, it was very clear that she desperately needed him.

“Surely you are not rebuffing my chivalrous offer of assistance.” No one ever refused him anything. He was one of the most respected and powerful dukes in the land.

But she didn’t know that, did she? No, she most likely did not. His lips curved into a smile. Once, just once, he would indulge and talk to the pretty girl as if he hadn’t a dozen reasons not to. What harm could come from an hour’s walk and conversation with her? It seemed likely that plenty of harm would come to her if he did not.

“I abhor the thought of you putting yourself out any more on my account,” she said.

“What if I phrased my offer anew? I’m looking for an excuse to stay outside as long as possible on this fine day.”

“I am a bit distracted,” she admitted with a mischievous sparkle dawning in her eyes. “And I am feeling quite out of sorts, as you might imagine.”

Of course. But was she also as stunned by him as he was by her?

“It would be my pleasure to see you safely to your destination.”

“Do you have a nefarious purpose in doing so?” She eyed him suspiciously, and it might have been the first time that anyone questioned his integrity. It was oddly thrilling. “Or are you really an honest gentleman intent upon helping a lady?”

“I have nothing but noble intentions,” he recited. “I am a notoriously upstanding gentleman. However, if you prefer, I will procure a hackney for you. Or I shall leave you to your own devices.”

Though he did not wish to, Brandon offered to let her go even though he was incredibly and inexplicably keen to remain in her company.

“I should like to walk,” she said. And then she gave him a long, hard look as if she could determine his moral worth from that alone, and finally she nodded, and her lips formed a pretty little smile. “You may escort me if you wish, but only because you need an excuse to stay outside today and because I owe you a favor.”

“Fair enough,” he said, exhaling a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He understood that it was an incredibly delicate situation for a woman to accept the company of a man she did not know, and publicly. But he had just saved her life, and that had to count for something. He suspected she was thinking the same.

And then there was something about her that begged for more of his attentions, and for this one hour he was not going to be a Perfect and Proper Gentleman.

“Lead the way, my lady.”

They started down Piccadilly, toward Regent Street, walking side by side and weaving their way through the masses of pedestrians crowding the streets.

“It’s Miss Harlow, actually. Thank you again for saving me. I do believe that makes you my hero,” she said with a smile.

“My pleasure. Call me Brandon,” he said. “I’m curious to know what has you so distracted.”

“It has been one of those years, Mr. Brandon.” At that, she issued a heartfelt sigh, and once again, like a cad, his gaze settled upon the rise and fall of her breasts. He was sorry for her distress, but happy for the sigh.

“You must explain, Miss Harlow,” he urged, more intrigued by her with each passing moment.

“This time last year I nearly died from mortification, and just today I nearly died from my own stupidity.”

Brandon laughed at that, and she smiled, too, but there was still something akin to sadness in her eyes.

“Are you often found to be dashing about London, alone, and distracted—or is today a special occasion?” he asked.

“Rest assured, it is not a habit of mine.”

“Glad to hear it. Did you not at least bring a maid with you?”

“I usually do, but circumstances did not permit it today,” she said, and she looked away. It was clear to him that she wasn’t just an idiotic female not attending to her surroundings. Something had upset her, sending her running.

Brandon wanted to know what had happened, so he could solve the problem for her. He wanted to protect her, from anything and everything. And yet he didn’t even know her. He was not surprised when she changed the subject before he could offer to help her.

“I hate to pry, but may I ask what you are avoiding at home?” she asked politely.

“Women never hate to pry,” he answered truthfully, and she laughed. It was not the prettiest of laughs, but it was undoubtedly genuine and thus, a pleasure to hear.

“True,” she conceded. “We only say so as to sound polite while we seek to unearth all your secrets. So tell me, Mr. Brandon, what are you avoiding at home?”

“Balancing an accounts book,” he answered frankly. And drafting bills for Parliament, managing six estates, carrying the weight of the world.

And a fiancée. One of the very good reasons why he should not be conversing with Miss Harlow. Lady Clarissa Richmond was a lovely person and would make a perfect duchess, but she did not intrigue him or arouse him the way this dark beauty beside him did. Of course, that is exactly why he proposed to Clarissa—she was not distracting or demanding, which was exactly what he wanted in a wife.

Miss Harlow was merely a pleasant afternoon diversion.

“Say no more, I beg of you. Shall we take the long way, Mr. Brandon?” She tilted her head to look up at him. The expression on her face was one of innocence, but the spark in her eyes was pure mischief. He grinned. He liked her. For one afternoon, he would be an imperfect gentleman and do exactly as he wished.

“Let’s take the long way, Miss Harlow.”







Chapter 3

Still, after turning onto a quieter street and walking a block or two, Sophie’s heart was still beating at an outrageous pace. She ought to have gone back to the church to find Julianna and to take a hack home, but she could not bear to return to St. George’s.

She really should not be walking around town with a strange man—and she never would, if it weren’t for a certain feeling about Mr. Brandon. The exact feeling could be summed up as: This one. She wanted to be with this man.

It was too soon to be seriously entertaining thoughts of that nature, she told herself, so she ignored it as best she could.

What a tumultuous morning!

Her heart raced now, spurring on the sensation of butterflies in her stomach, as happens when one has survived such a dramatic encounter: near death! Romantic rescue! She wanted to laugh with glee, when less than an hour ago she had fought back tears of despair.

Sophie glanced up at Mr. Brandon, and found him stealing a glance at her. He was taller than average, but rather than intimidating her, she felt protected. His hair was dark, and he avoided the fashionable tussled hairstyle in favor of something short. Mr. Brandon’s eyes were bright green, and flattered by his hunter green jacket. When he smiled at her—which he did often—there were slight lines at the corners of his eyes. He didn’t seem very old, but he did seem wise. Beyond all of that, her rescuer was an undeniably handsome man.

Sophie glanced up at Mr. Brandon—again, and found him stealing a glance at her—again. It was all so very shy, and exquisitely awkward, unbelievably sweet, and like nothing she’d ever experienced before. She had loved Matthew but he hadn’t made her heart race. Not like this.

“Miss Harlow, I must warn you of something.” She peered at him curiously, for he was suddenly so serious. “We are approaching an intersection. Try not to rush headlong into it,” he said, and she laughed. She wanted a man who would make her laugh, instead of cry. Her heart beat strongly: This one.

“Newssheets! Only seven pence!” cried a young man standing at the corner with a stack of newspapers.

“Get yer copy of The London Weekly!” he hollered, this time to the captive audience of dozens of people waiting to cross the street, including Sophie and Brandon.

“Do you read such rubbish, Miss Harlow? Or are you particular to The Times?”

Sophie managed a tight smile while thinking, Oh, hell and damnation.

Not only did she read The Weekly, but she wrote for it. She could not admit to that, nor could pride allow her to acknowledge The Times, archrival to her own paper, as worthy of her attentions. Nor did she wish to lie and say she did not read a paper at all. It would be horrible for Mr. Brandon to think her uninformed, or a fool. She so wanted to impress him.

“I believe most of London reads that rubbish,” she said. When the path was clear, he pressed his hand at the small of her back to guide her through the crowds, and she experienced a shiver of pleasure.

“That is the truth. The Weekly is the one with those scandalous Writing Girls, writing about yet more scandals?”

“The very one,” Sophie answered, thinking that Mr. Knightly would love that description. “And what is your opinion of those scribbling women?” Everyone in town had something to say on the matter. She’d never been so keen to know what anyone thought until now.

“I think it is scandalous, but far preferable to some of the other options available to a woman,” Brandon answered and Sophie smiled broadly. He would understand her chant of “seamstress or servant, governess or mistress.” She was about to tell him that she was one of those scandalous women writing about scandal, but then—

“Of course,” he continued, “I’d probably feel differently if the woman in question was one of my sisters, or my wife.”

Sophie was, unfortunately, reacquainted with the sensation of hopes crashing and one’s heart sinking.

“Do you have a wife?”

“No,” he said, and she waited for him to say “however” or “but” or anything to send her hopes and heart into a tailspin, but he did not, and she dared to dream and entertain thoughts of This One.

Brandon was caught off guard by the question, and he had paused in answering. In truth, he did not have a wife. He did, however, have a fiancée. Were he to see Miss Harlow again, he would certainly inform her about his betrothal. But they had only this one afternoon walk—one determinedly chaste walk—so Lady Clarissa didn’t really signify.

“It would be very rakish or roguish if you were to be walking around with other young ladies when you had a wife,” Miss Harlow pointed out and he hoped she did not notice the furrow in his brow.

“It would be rakish of me,” he agreed. “I would need to be reformed.”

“Reformed rakes make the best husbands,” Miss Harlow recited.

“Is there any truth to that?” Brandon wondered aloud. One couldn’t spend ten minutes in town without hearing that hackneyed phrase uttered, yet he was not aware of any evidence supporting it.

“I would not know. Would you? Are you a rake?” Miss Harlow asked. Brandon caught her taking a coy, lingering, sidelong glance at him with those mysterious dark eyes of hers. For a second his breath caught in his throat.

“I don’t know,” he answered in response to her first question.

“You don’t know if you are a rake?” she teased.

No one ever teased him anymore. No one suspected him of rakish behavior, either. He liked not being the duke and just being Mr. Brandon. It was too bad that this could not last.

“I am certainly not a rake,” he answered honestly.

“That’s what they all say,” she retorted.

“I’m sure,” Brandon said with a slight bitterness, thinking of his companions back at White’s.

“Oh, let’s pass through the park,” she said as they approached Bloomsbury Square. “I do love the greenery.”

Bloomsbury Square was particularly nice with its manicured paths cutting through the lawn shaded by large oak trees. Once in the park, the volume of the city seemed to decrease just a bit, and the air was just a touch sweeter.

“Are you by any chance from the country, Miss Harlow?”

“Yes,” she said. “Could you tell that I’m not a native Londoner?”

“I did not suspect a thing until you expressed an interest in trees and grass. How long have you been living in town?”

“Just over a year. I am happy here, but occasionally I miss the countryside. Particularly the sense of space, and the sound of wind in the trees and crickets at night ...”

“None of those things in London,” Brandon admitted.

“Which do you prefer?” she asked.

“I like both,” he said.

“That’s not a fair answer!”

“But it’s the honest one. I enjoy the energy of the city because I can easily escape to the calm of the countryside and vice versa.” It was a luxury to be able to go back and forth as he did. It made the management of multiple residences worth the effort.

“Lucky for you to be able to just go whenever you wish, even at a moment’s notice,” she said wistfully.

“Oh, I never do anything at a moment’s notice. Everything is carefully planned far in advance,” he answered.

“I used to be that way. But I learned that having a plan is no assurance that it will be carried through,” she said.

He was curious about the sadness in her voice. Asking was out of the question. A man of sense avoided a conversation upon sensitive emotional topics that could lead to a lady’s tears.

“That is why one must have a secondary plan in place as well,” he offered instead and she laughed.

“You must be prepared for everything. I bet you never forget an appointment, or are caught without an umbrella in the rain, or run out of wine at a dinner party.”

“How did you know?” Granted, he had staff to assist him with these things, but he was notorious for reminding them.

“You’re not bamming, are you?” Sophie asked.

“No,” he said. “I am always prepared for any event,” he said. Except for you, he thought.

She paused before a small gray brick townhouse with white trim. Even though he had no use of the information, he made note of her address: 24 Bloomsbury Place.

“Well, Mr. Brandon, you have done your duty as a gentleman and have seen me home safely. I greatly enjoyed our walk.”

“And I as well,” he said. He wanted to tell her it was the happiest hour he could recall, and that he did not want it to end. He wanted to walk to Scotland and back if it meant listening to her and making her laugh.

But he had a fiancée, an inviolable sense of honor, and a life that belonged to the dukedom, not to him. Though he was a master of self-restraint, a man could take only so much temptation. Brandon wanted to tell her all of these things, so she would understand why they wouldn’t meet again.

In the end, he only said, “Goodbye, Miss Harlow.”

“Goodbye, Mr. Brandon,” she said with a pretty smile that made him fleetingly consider a second visit. But, no, this was his last glimpse of the lovely Miss Harlow.

Mr. Brandon, indeed. If only she knew ...







Chapter 4

Twenty-eight days before the wedding ... 

The Offices of The London Weekly

53 Fleet Street, London

“I met someone,” Sophie declared to her companions: Lady Julianna Somerset, Miss Eliza Fielding, and Miss Annabelle Swift. Together they were the famed Writing Girls of the popular newspaper The London Weekly. At present they were gathered for the weekly staff meeting at the offices on Fleet Street.

Two editors, Damien Owens and Oliver Grenville, looked up from their note-taking, and dismissed Sophie’s news as women’s stuff, then went back to scribbling notes. Between the two of them, they managed the reporters responsible for news both big and small: acts of Parliament and acts of God, shipwrecks, accidents, and offenses, as well as foreign, domestic, and fashionable intelligence.

The London Weekly offered “Accounts Of Gallantry, Pleasure And Entertainment.” Those in search of serious news looked elsewhere.

“Details about this ‘someone,’ please,” Julianna stated. Shortly after Sophie had been hired, her friend wrangled a position as the author of “Fashionable Intelligence,” which had quickly become the most adored, feared, and quoted gossip column in London. The column was attributed to A Lady Of Distinction, and its authorship was widely speculated upon but never confirmed or denied. Like Sophie, she had begun her career because of a want of money.

“And how have I not yet heard of this?” Julianna asked.

“It happened while you were at the wedding,” Sophie answered, “and I wanted to tell everyone all at once.”

There was a pause as writer Andrew Mulligan offered a particularly loud blow-by-blow account of a boxing match to Mitch Radnor, who covered horse racing and cricket.

“Well, don’t keep us waiting!” Eliza urged.

“His name is Mr. Brandon. He is breathtakingly handsome, charming, and a perfect gentleman.” Sophie sighed once more at the recollection of that completely and utterly magnificent encounter.

He had saved her life. And he had saved her from an intense loneliness that had plagued her ever since Matthew jilted her. Merely knowing that he existed in the world made her hopeful, and was reason enough to consider loving again.

One look into his eyes and she just knew: This One. She dismissed the feeling because, really, how could you know something so significant, so quickly?

But then he said something that made her think yes, or he laughed at her humor, and he said he was always prepared. It could not be forgotten that he had saved her from certain death.

He was the kind of man a girl could trust her body, soul, and heart with.

And he was handsome, too. Lord, was he ever!

Sophie had relived it all hundreds of times, cementing every moment into her memory.

She knew that his chest was firm, his arms were strong, and that she didn’t disentangle herself from his grasp as quickly as she ought to have done.

She adored the faint lines at the corner of his bright green eyes when he smiled at her, and she was sorely tempted to muss up his short dark hair only because it was so neat and perfect.

Even now, at the thought, she felt her cheeks turn pink from desire, just like the other day.

They talked so easily, as if they were soul mates, not strangers.

This one. She wanted this one.

“How did you meet him?” Annabelle asked. Her column, “Dear Annabelle,” answered readers’ requests for advice. She was possibly the sweetest and kindest person anyone would ever meet. Sophie was incredibly jealous of Annabelle’s slightly wavy golden hair, quite the contrast to her own dark, unruly curls.

“Oh, he merely saved me from being trampled by an oncoming carriage,” Sophie said, and then she explained their easy banter and lovely walk to her home.

“You let a stranger see where you live?” Annabelle was aghast at the risk. Things were certainly different in London. Had Sophie been in Chesham, walking with a man would be more of a danger to her reputation than to her person.

“I know,” Sophie agreed. “But he seemed trustworthy. And he was! He did not take liberties with my person.”

They were all distracted by the loud laugh of Alistair Grey, theater reviewer, who was currently previewing one of Randolph Winter’s cartoons, mocking the excesses of the new king, George IV, formerly the Prince Regent.

“So he walked you home ...” Eliza reminded Sophie to continue with the story.

Sophie related the events of the afternoon and concluded with, “But he did not mention calling again. That was two days ago. He knows where I reside, though, so he could have sent a letter ...”

“Perhaps he doesn’t know what to say,” Annabelle offered with a slight shrug of her shoulders. Sophie had already thought of that possibility. In fact, she considered every plausible, and impossible, reason for him to simply vanish after what was a magical encounter.

“Such a letter would be easy,” Julianna stated. “For example: Miss Harlow, It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance the other day. I look forward to furthering it. May I call upon you?”

“Speaking of letters.” Sophie nodded in the direction of Fergus, the mail clerk for The Weekly, who had just entered with a sack of mail to be delivered.

“For you, Miss Harlow,” he said with a grin, and handed her a packet.

“Thank you, Fergus. Who will be marrying this month?”

Not she, that was for certain. A year had passed since Matthew had jilted her and she still grew anxious and suffered damp palms, a struggle to breathe, and a vow that she would quit her position. But as soon as the bride joined the groom at the altar, the symptoms subsided.

She reminded herself of her employment alternatives—seamstress or servant, governess or mistress—and decided writing about weddings wasn’t such a terrible fate and she would remain a Writing Girl with The London Weekly.

“Perhaps there is a letter from your Mr. Brandon included?” Annabelle wondered. She was always so optimistic, occasionally heartbreakingly so.

“No, I did not tell him I was a Writing Girl and he didn’t seem to make the connection on his own,” Sophie answered, slightly distracted by one letter in particular. “Oh, I have received a personal letter from the Duchess of Richmond! What possible reason could she have to write to me?”

“What does it say?” Julianna asked while Sophie unfolded the sheet.

“It says, ‘Dear Miss Harlow,’ and that is as far as I read before I was interrupted.”

“Just read it aloud,” Julianna said impatiently, and Sophie obliged.

Dear Miss Harlow,

I write to propose a newspaper story to you. I would like to offer you the exclusive opportunity to cover all the details of my daughter’s upcoming wedding to His Grace, the Duke of Hamilton and Brandon. You may report upon every step of the wedding preparation, including the selection of the bridal attire, flowers, and wedding breakfast menu. Our social circle is desperately interested in all the details, and I would think your newspaper’s other readers are as well.

Most sincerely,

Lady Wilhelmina Gordon, DuchessofRichmond

“That is quite an offer,” Annabelle said, slightly awed.

“It will be a huge story,” Julianna stated.

“Hamilton and Brandon. As if one dukedom wasn’t enough!” Eliza remarked.

“Indeed! Taking two when some people don’t have any dukedoms!” Sophie teased, and the girls laughed.

“Do you know him, Julianna?” Sophie asked.

“Not personally. And there is so little gossip about him, I couldn’t fill a column on him if my reputation depended upon it.”

“Good morning, everyone. Let’s begin,” Mr. Derek Knightly said as he entered the room. Everyone hushed and turned their full attention to the dark-haired, dashing publisher of the most popular paper in town. They would all take turns pitching their stories, and he would either approve them or request something else.

“Ladies first,” Mr. Knightly said with a grin, as he started every meeting. They were all used to it by now, though the inclusion of women had not been tremendously smooth at first. However, once the editors discovered that women were always very interested in hearing they worked with the Writing Girls, and this connection could be capitalized on, relations between the sexes at The Weekly had improved considerably.

“I have an exclusive story,” Sophie announced, well aware that “exclusive story” were two of Mr. Knightly’s favorite words. As expected, his vivid blue eyes brightened even more. “The Duchess of Richmond has invited me to participate in, and report on, the plans for her daughter’s wedding to the Duke of Hamilton and Brandon.”

It was an unconventional proposal, and yet it made sense. Society hostesses were always angling to have their parties and dinners covered in the newspapers, particularly The Weekly—occasionally submitting written accounts that would hopefully be included in the gossip columns. Even if the planning of such a massive social event, as this wedding promised to be, was tremendously dull, people always gobbled up any details about duchesses and other lofty personages.

“Some are calling it the wedding of the year,” Julianna added.

“Excellent,” Mr. Knightly said, and one could practically see him calculating how many additional readers—and profits—the story might bring in.

“I could focus on wedding-related advice letters in the weeks leading up to the ceremony,” Annabelle offered hopefully. It was plain to anyone—other than Mr. Knightly himself—that she was hopelessly infatuated with him.

“Great. Miss Fielding, what is your angle?”

“I could report on the penny weddings of the lower orders, to contrast with the excesses of the aristocracy’s weddings,” she offered. Eliza’s anonymous articles provided a counterpoint to the grandiosity of the ton’s behavior. Though not always popular, her anonymous stories were provocative and, as Mr. Knightly often reminded everyone, scandal equals sales.
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