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To Lady Chatterley, you fine ass, classy bitch.

You walked so Madeline could run. [image: ]




Author’s Note

HELLO AGAIN, BEAUTIFUL READERS! Are you ready to go back to Alcott Hall? This is the third book in the Second Sons series. Book one is Beautiful Things, and book two is His Grace, the Duke. Both are available on Kindle Unlimited, Kindle, and paperback.

This book is set three years after the end of HGTD. The following is going to **SPOIL** the first two books for you, so proceed with caution. Here’s what happened:

BEAUTIFUL THINGS

Rosalie Harrow, a young, penniless woman, travels to Alcott Hall to spend the summer as the guest of the Dowager Duchess of Norland. She arrives to find herself thrust in the middle of a high-society husband hunt. While she avoids the drama of the ladies chasing after the duke, George Corbin (who does not want to be chased), Rosalie develops friendships with three gentlemen:


	Lord James Corbin, Viscount Finchley, the duke’s younger brother

	Mr. Horatio Burke, a bastard son of the former duke’s steward

	First Lieutenant Tom Renley, a childhood friend of James and Burke



Shenanigans ensue. Lady Madeline Blaire is one of the ladies being hurled at George (much against her will). She becomes close with Rosalie. By the end of book one, Rosalie has a relationship budding with Mr. Burke and Lieutenant Renley.

At the Michaelmas Ball, the proverbial shit hits the feathered fan. The dowager duchess demands that George marry a lady named Piety Nash. Then she forces Mr. Burke into an engagement with the insufferable Lady Olivia Rutledge. Renley’s ex reappears, telling Rosalie they’re engaged. In a panic spiral, Rosalie and James take off together for London … and don’t tell anyone.

HIS GRACE, THE DUKE

Rosalie and James are followed to London by Burke and Tom. Burke confesses his love (again) and commits to her, even without marriage. We learn Tom’s ex lied and he’s not engaged. He’s also in love with Rosalie … and Burke. James loves her too, obvs, but he’s a dramatic pain in the arse, and he’ll hold out on us pretty much for the entire book. Don’t hate him. When he comes around, he … he comes. It’s all good. We forgive him.

Anyway, the fearsome foursome work tirelessly to unravel the messes made by the dowager duchess, including getting Burke un-engaged to Lady Olivia and helping George find his inner light. We meet new characters, we have loooots of sex, and it’s a pretty great time.

By the end of HGTD, Rosalie is fully committed to being with her men, and they want to be with her … and each other. Yep, this is a full polyam pretzel. Everyone is with everyone, and it’s swoony and romantic and hot as hell.

Rosalie marries James and becomes the Duchess of Norland. Burke and Tom commit to living with them at Alcott Hall, and they will be a blissfully happy foursome.

The book ends with two epilogues. In the first, we learn Rosalie is pregnant with her first child, and Tom is being recalled to his ship. The second flashes forward five years. I want us to hit pause three years in. That’s where Madeline’s story starts.

Are you ready to go back to Alcott Hall? Grab your smelling salts and get ready to clutch those pearls!

XO,
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Star Signs:


	Lady Madeline Blaire: Capricorn (earth): reserved, ambitious, troublemaker

	Mr. Charles Bray: Aquarius (air): intellectual, altruistic, free-spirited

	Mr. John Warren: Scorpio (water): passionate, controlling, loyal






[image: ]
1

Madeline

The carriage rolled to yet another stop, wheels rattling on the cobblestones. London traffic was always busy this time of day, but this was getting ridiculous. A trip that should have taken all of fifteen minutes had now stretched for well over thirty. Something about an overturned hay cart.

At this point, it would have been faster to simply walk, but Lady Diana Blaire, Viscountess of Raleigh, would never sanction an act so pedestrian as walking to one’s destination. As she so often said, walking to a social function ought to be reserved for prostitutes and Catholics on pilgrimage.

Her daughter Madeline sat across from her, shivering under the weight of a thick wool blanket. The winter chill was brutal this morning, forcing Madeline to bury her nose deeper inside her fur muffler. She resented having to leave the warmth and comfort of her favorite reading nook, especially for a task as arduous—and ultimately pointless—as taking tea at her aunt’s house.

“Don’t slouch, Madeline.”

Madeline huffed, the warm air moist on her lips inside the muffler. “Mama, it is just we two here,” she replied. “And it’s freezing—”

“It’s undignified,” her mother snapped. “Besides, you could pull a muscle. Now sit up straight, before you give me a headache.”

Biting back her retort, Madeline shifted her hips and rolled her shoulders back until she was in a more dignified seated position. Of all the fights she felt like picking with her mother today, her posture was low on the list.

The carriage rattled back into motion, and both ladies gave little sighs of relief. The city bustled with life all around them as other carts and carriages passed by. The sounds of the horses’ shod hooves were sharp and metallic on the crisp winter air.

Her mother leaned forward, nestling her hands under her own thick fur muff. “Now, as I was saying, Aunt Judith wrote this morning just before breakfast to say she thinks Lord Everton will be at today’s tea. You remember him, dear? From the Cabots’ party?”

Madeline just nodded, already intuiting the instructions her mother was about to give her. They were the same every week: Corner the gentleman currently at the top of her mother’s “most eligible” list, two light touches and three polite questions within the first ten minutes, and don’t forget to smile.

Lord Bryson Everton was the current favorite in the race for Madeline’s hand. Only, after three years out in society, it was no longer a race so much as it was a leisurely stroll through the back garden.

“Now, when Lord Everton arrives, you’re to draw his attention to you straight away,” her mother ordered. “I know Judith has her eye on him for Mary, but they’re not well suited. And frankly, she shouldn’t even be out yet,” she said with a wave of her gloved hand. “She’s far too young. A flighty little frippet, if you ask me.”

Madeline pursed her lips, glad her mother couldn’t see her incredulous look behind her muffler. “She’s a year older than me when I came out, Mama.”

Her mother scoffed. “Much good it did you. Three seasons out, and still unmarried. Your father is losing patience, you know. You cannot rely on his beneficence forever, Madeline. You have a duty to take this seriously.”

“I know, Mama,” she replied, swallowing down the nerves that were already mounting. She couldn’t help that she was frightfully awkward in social settings. She’d never mastered the ability to be at ease in a crowd. It didn’t help that the sharks of the ton loved to prey on weakness. Debilitating shyness in a lady was akin to bleeding straight into the water. The sharks were ravenous for her. After three years, Madeline was all but a social outcast, teased and wholly dismissed as a suitable candidate for marriage.

And yet, her mother persisted, much to everyone’s chagrin, especially Madeline’s.

Her mother leaned forward, eyes alight. There was nothing she loved more than the thrill of matchmaking. “I’ve heard it from Lady Spencer that Lord Everton is a fan of horse racing, so that should be your opener. You could discuss the races we attended this summer.”

Talking point number one. Thank you, Mama.

“Oh, and remember we went with your cousin Bertie to those horse trials at Windsor? There was a chestnut we liked the look of very much. I think it was bought by the Duke of Devonshire—”

Chestnut horse at Windsor. Talking point number two.

“And perhaps you could invite him to come by our stables,” her mother went on. “We may have a champion in the making, our own diamond in the rough. I’m sure His Lordship would be pleased to take Lord Everton on a tour—”

Come see my father’s stables. Talking point number three.

“Yes, Mama. Thank you—”

“And don’t forget to offer the occasional warm look or touch,” her mother added. “Just because the weather is frigid, it doesn’t mean you must be too. Men like a little playfulness, Madeline. You’re always so serious. There’s demure and then there’s, well … you.”

Of all the expectations that came with courting, Madeline found touching strangers to be the most off-putting. For some, the dance was an act almost carnal in its level of sensuality. For Madeline, it was an exercise in patience as she fought to keep her body from flinching as strange men rubbed their calloused hands on her shoulders, her waist, her back, gripping her fingers too tight and stepping on her toes. She hardly tolerated intimate touches from her own family, let alone these endless strings of bumbling suitors. The only form of touch she enjoyed was the thrill of a hit when she landed a strike with her foil in fencing practice.

“I will do my best, Mama—”

“And for heaven’s sake, smile,” her mother urged, throwing her another pleading look.

There it is.

“I swear, the Lord cursed you with that pale skin and those big doe eyes. You simply must smile more. When you don’t, you look like a ghostly apparition.”

“Yes, Mama—”

“And this weather does nothing to help your complexion, dear. Your winter pallor makes you look almost ill. Be sure to pinch your cheeks a few times to rosy them up, and just keep smiling.”

Madeline let out a steadying breath, trying to find her courage. She couldn’t think about Lord Everton or his love of horse racing. She’d been alone with her mother for half the morning now, and she still hadn’t managed to ask the one question eating her alive.

She blamed Patrick. Her cousin always made a habit of sticking his nose into her business. They were barely a month apart in age, and so similar in size and coloring, that they were often confused for twins. He’d said something last night that had her mind spinning like a top. She’d hardly slept. She wanted to confront her mother about it, but the viscountess could be slippery as an eel when she wanted to be.

Her mother leaned over and tugged the curtain aside, glancing out the window. “Oh, thank heavens, we’re nearly there. I’m sure Judith will be sick with worry. She’ll think we were taken in by carriage robbers.”

Almost there, meaning it was now or never.

“Mama …” Madeline sat forward, tugging down gently on her muffler to uncover the lower half of her face.

Her mother was still looking out the window. “Hmm?”

“Do you know anything about Great Aunt Maude’s will?”

The lady stilled, one gloved hand still on the pretty yellow velvet curtain. “Her will? Whatever can you mean, dearest?”

The truth was in the way her voice had suddenly raised an octave, her hands dropping to her lap as she sat straight and still. Madeline’s heart sank. Her mother was a terrible liar, and even worse at subterfuge. “Did she mention me, Mama? In the will?”

Her mother pursed her lips. “You know I’m not involved in any legal matters. You’ll have to talk to your papa when we get home.”

“But—”

“Put it from your mind, Madeline,” her mother ordered. “You have more important matters at hand today. Lord Everton is a fine prize, worthy of all your most sincere attention. If you can snap him up now, we could have you married in the spring. Oh, how I’d just love to finally rub a wedding in Judith’s face! She’s always been determined to show me up. Five daughters and three already married. Madeline, if you let even little Mary find a husband before you, I don’t know that I could ever forgive you.”

Madeline blinked away the tears of frustration stinging her eyes. How was it possible that the whole of her life’s worth was going to be weighed, measured, and found wanting based on her inability to find a man willing to marry her?

Before she could argue the point further, the carriage rattled yet again to a stop. Only this time, the driver thumped his fist twice on the top and the footman hopped off the back, coming quickly around to lower the step and open the door. They’d arrived at last at Aunt Judith’s new townhouse.

Her mother rounded on her, eyes narrowed in determination. “Now, what are you going to do?”

Madeline balled her hands into tiny fists. “I’m going to corner Lord Everton—”

“Charm, Madeline,” her mother corrected with an exasperated huff. “You’re going to charm Lord Everton. And?”

“And I will ask him at least three interesting questions about horses.”

Her mother nodded. “Very good. And?”

Madeline sighed, losing all her will to fight as she readied herself for yet another round in the social arena. “And I’m going to smile.”

The viscountess beamed at her. But Madeline couldn’t miss the way her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. It never reached her eyes when directed at Madeline, and it hadn’t for a very long time. “Wonderful. Lord Everton is going to fall in love with you, dearest. I can just feel it.
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Lord Everton was, in fact, not ready to fall in love with Madeline. That would be impossible, for Bryson Everton, second son of the Marquess of Ely, already fancied himself very much in love with a bay racing filly named Turkish Delight.

It had to be love, right? What else did you call it when a man could talk for twenty-six minutes without taking a breath about every facet of a horse’s form, fitness, and family pedigree. Poets had less to say about the wonders of love than Lord Everton did about his filly’s well-shaped stifles.

In a way, it made things easier for Madeline. She could keep one eye on the clock and use her cup of tea as a shield, brandishing it between her and the lord. Whenever it sounded like he was about to run out of things to say about Turkish Delight, Madeline made a little hmm sound in her throat as she brought her cup to her lips. That was all the encouragement he needed to keep going.

“We meant to start her under saddle when she turned two, but my trainer said we ought to give her another year entire. You can ruin a horse by starting them too soon. Some fillies need the extra year, you know, to gain much-needed muscle mass.”

Madeline offered him a weak smile and a nod. “And where do you intend to race her, sir?”

Taking a deep breath, he launched into a one-sided discussion comparing the merits of dirt tracks to turf. Each time he paused to take a bite of cranberry scone, little crumbs dusted down onto the lapels of his coat. With his full chops and bushy mustache, he put Madeline very much in mind of a well-dressed squirrel.

Her mother’s choices for “most eligible bachelor” may have been a bit more eccentric of late, but Lord Everton went beyond the pale. In what world did Lady Raleigh really consider him the most eligible match in England? Was Madeline truly such a hopeless case?

Yes, came the easy answer in her mind. It used the same shrill, calculating voice as her mother.

Madeline couldn’t help her mind from wandering as he droned on. She was seated in the corner of her aunt’s cozy drawing room, near to the fire. That, at least, was a blessed relief. After nearly forty-five minutes in the freezing cold, she was only just starting to feel completely thawed out. The fire crackled and hissed in the grate, working overtime to heat the chilly room.

All around her, the other guests sat on chairs and poufs, the ladies gaily chatting with their own eager suitors. Her cousin Charlotte even sported a fan, fluttering it before her face in a way Madeline assumed must be seductive, only it was December, and this room was bitterly cold. Madeline fought the urge to smirk. Lord Tewksworth hardly seemed to notice, lost in the dazzle of Charlotte’s smile.

On the sofa opposite Madeline, even her youngest cousin Mary was making good progress with the Earl of Lindsey’s son. Just as Lady Raleigh feared, the little frippet seemed poised to land herself a match by year’s end. Madeline smiled. Mary wasn’t a frippet—in fact, she was highly clever and emotionally sensitive. She was just better at this game than Madeline, which annoyed the viscountess to no end. It wasn’t about Mary’s success. It was always only ever about Madeline’s repeated failures.

The handsome young lord let out a loud chortle at something Mary said, leaning forward to snag a biscuit off her plate. She swatted at him playfully. “Oh, Lord Allen, you are a thief! Mama, Lord Allen has stolen my last biscuit!”

There was a flurry of squeals and laughter across the room as Mary launched from the sofa, determined to replace her biscuit. Lord Allen hurried after her, nearly tripping on the carpet as he gave eager chase.

Madeline had to clutch her cup and saucer to herself, pressing back against the cushions to avoid the whip of his coattails. Next to her, Lord Everton sighed, checking his pocket watch for the third time. He was bored of her. She didn’t blame him. She’d contributed all her useful knowledge about horse racing twenty-one minutes ago.

But it was finally her turn to lead the conversation, and her mind was blank. What could she possibly say at this man that he would want to hear? What were her mother’s talking points again? How did Madeline bring one up naturally?

It suddenly felt as if the whole room were spying on her, ready to watch her fail. She felt the prickle of eyes on the back of her head. Oh yes, how entertaining to watch Mu-mu-muttering Madeline make a fool of herself yet again.

She dared a glance across the room to where her mother sat, pretending to be in conversation with Aunt Judith. Lady Raleigh was such a stately woman—tall where Madeline was short, poised where Madeline was tense, verbose where Madeline was silent. Not for the first time, Madeline felt envious of her mother. The only thing they shared was their coloring, fair blonde hair, and sky-blue eyes.

She didn’t miss the pointed look the viscountess gave her, those narrowed eyes darting from her to Lord Everton and back. “Say something,” she mouthed.

Madeline cleared her throat, her finger curling tighter around the handle of her teacup. Why did she make this so difficult for herself? What was wrong with her that she couldn’t just say one of the thousand and one thoughts currently rolling around inside her head? The pressure to perform felt overwhelming, even when the stakes were as low as failing to impress Lord Bryson Everton. But she had to try. She had to set her confounded shyness aside. She had to say something!

“So … do you … umm …”

That’s it. That’s as far as she got with a coherent thought.

The fire crackled and popped, the hiss of the flames loud in her ears. Atop the mantel, the handsome carriage clock went tick, tick, tick, tick, counting up the seconds of Madeline’s mortification. All around her, the other ladies laughed and chittered, easily letting words pour forth like so many musical fountains. While, across the room, she could practically hear the silent groan her mother suppressed.

“Stables,” she blurted, feeling as if the word had been squeezed from her throat.

“Pardon?” said Lord Everton, his mouth full of his fourth scone.

She took a breath. “My father’s stables are very grand.” She winced at the unnecessary superlative. They were, in fact, rather average. Lord Raleigh wasn’t much of a horseman. “We could see them,” she went on. “Or you could. I mean, that is to say, would you like to see them?”

God, she really was hopeless. She bit her bottom lip, waiting for his rejection.

He pursed his lips, glancing down to finally notice the spray of crumbs dusting his jacket. He brushed them off with a lazy wave of his hand, setting aside his empty plate. “Actually, I had rather hoped to ask about the stables at Leary House. I was curious as to their condition.”

Madeline stilled, her cup raised halfway to her lips. All the sounds in the room were suddenly muted. There was only a faint humming in her ears. This wasn’t possible. Could it be a coincidence?

No, Madeline didn’t believe in coincidences.

She rattled her cup onto the saucer and sat forward, eyes narrowed. “What did you just say?”

He slurped his coffee, his hands appearing overly large clutching the dainty, floral patterned china cup. “I said I was curious to know the conditions of the Leary stables. Are they in proper working order? Renovations are a chore, and the price of lumber has never been higher. I don’t want to be making a poor investment.”

Madeline’s heart was racing. Further proof. She could hardly draw breath. Her eye darted from Lord Everton to the place where her mother watched. She set aside her cup of tea with a soft clatter. “And why would that be a thing that came out of your mouth?” she pressed.

He raised a confused brow, clearly off-put by her sudden rudeness. “I beg your pardon?”

She leaned forward, hands clutched tightly in her lap. “Why are you asking me about Leary House?”

His lips pursed under that thick mustache. “Well, because of the inheritance. It is part of your dowry now, no?” At her look of confusion, he sighed. “Look, you’re a lovely girl, Lady Madeline. But if the Leary fortune isn’t part of your dowry, tell me now. I don’t like feeling as though I’ve wasted my time.”

She gasped, sinking back as if struck. “I …”

Without thinking, she was on her feet. Lord Everton’s plate nearly tumbled off his lap in his rush to stand as well. “Lady Madeline—”

“I thank you, Lord Everton,” she said on a breath. “It’s been a pleasure, but I must go.” She didn’t even wait for his response. Feeling the eyes of the room on her, she rushed towards the door. Her cousins all called after her, polite words or worry and concern. But she didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop.

“Madeline?” her mother called. “Madeline, wait—”

But Madeline was already out of the drawing room, rushing away down the hall towards the front door.

“Madeline, what on earth are you doing?” her mother cried, hot on her heels. “Go back in at once and apologize to Lord Everton. He came here expressly to see you—”

“No, he didn’t,” Madeline huffed, snatching her pale blue pelisse off the hook by the door. “He came here to see if my dowry had improved. He doesn’t want me, Mama. He only wants the money—”

“Lower your voice,” she hissed, stepping closer, one eye looking warily over her shoulder. “Do you want him to hear you?”

Madeline just shook her head, fingers fumbling as she buttoned her pelisse. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“Do what? Madeline, what are you doing? Take that off at once, and go back to the drawing room,” her mother ordered.

“I can’t stay here. I have to go.”

“Where are you going?”

“Away.”

Her mother huffed an empty laugh. “You will go when I say you can go. Now, stop being petulant, and go apologize to Lord Everton. Then I think you should lie down for a quarter of an hour in Mary’s room. You’re clearly ill.”

Madeline paused, her fingers frozen on the last button of her pelisse. “Were you ever going to tell me?” She didn’t dare turn around. She didn’t want to watch her mother lie to her face.

“Tell you what? Madeline, this behavior is unpardonably rude—”

Madeline spun around. “The will, Mama! Were you going to tell me about Great Aunt Maude’s will?”

Lady Raleigh sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes darting to take in Madeline’s face. “Oh, this again? What are you on about?”

Madeline squared her shoulders at the woman who towered over her. “Your game is up. I know the truth, Mama.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “How—oh!” She hissed like an angry cat. “When I see that shameless excuse for a law clerk again, I will wring his neck myself. How dare he upset you like this!”

“Patrick told me the truth, Mama,” Madeline cried. “Which is more than I can say for you. How long have you known she wrote me into her will?”

Her mother crossed her arms, still glancing over her shoulder towards the open drawing room doors. “What did your cousin tell you?”

“Enough,” Madeline replied.

That was a lie. Patrick only mentioned the will last night in passing. He’d meant it as a joke, voicing his surprise that she wasn’t making more of an effort to claim her new inheritance. When it became clear she had no idea what he was talking about, he’d gone slightly red in the face and scampered before they could finish their game of chess.

“Are you going to tell me about my inheritance? Or did you plan to keep trying to force me into a match with the likes of Lord Everton, a man so impossibly dull he makes watching the seconds tick by on a clock more thrilling than opening night at the theatre!”

“Madeline!” her mother gasped, one hand flying to cover her dainty mouth.

Madeline said that last part loud enough to be heard down the hall, she was sure of it.

Good. I want this bridge burned.

“Just tell me the truth,” she pleaded. “Could this all be over?” She waved a hand, gesturing down the hall towards the drawing room. “Did Aunt Maude leave me money in her will? Could I be free of this hell at last?”

To her surprise, Lady Raleigh didn’t respond with anger. In fact, her eyes went glassy, and she sniffed back tears. “Oh, Madeline.” She gave her head a gentle shake. “No.”

Madeline blinked, fighting back her own tears now. “Mama, please,” she murmured. “Please, if you love me at all, just tell me.”
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Madeline waited, watching as her mother sniffed again.

Lady Raleigh held her head high. “Your father’s aunt wrote you into her will, it’s true,” she admitted. “The family only found out about it last week. Maude left everything to you, Madeline.”

It was Madeline’s turn to suck in a gasping breath.

What? Could this be possible?

Lady Maude Blaire (née Leary) was the last living Leary, an old line of Irish earls. The title died out generations ago when the male line failed, but the Leary fortune had been passed down through the eldest female Leary, ending with Maude.

In her youth, Maude married Madeline’s great uncle, Archibald Blaire. They lived unhappily until his early death, and then Maude lived alone in her beautiful London townhouse. She rarely ventured out into society. In the last years of her life, Madeline was one of the few relations to visit her.

Madeline liked the odd bird. She appreciated silence as much as Madeline and boasted a fantastic library. She let her borrow as many books as she wanted on whatever topic. It was thanks to Maude and her fantastic linguistics collection that Madeline was learning German.

It broke a little piece of Madeline’s heart when they got the news two months ago that Maude had died quietly in her sleep. The family that had ignored her for half a century all turned up for her funeral. Most of them even wore black for a month.

Madeline had asked her father more than once what was going to happen to Leary House, and he’d merely replied with, “It’s complicated, my dove.”

After her questions went unanswered, she’d let it drop until Patrick brought it up last night.

“I don’t understand,” she murmured. “What can you mean she left me everything?”

Her mother huffed. “I mean to say she left you everything, Madeline. The whole of the Leary fortune. She left you Leary House, the hunting lodge in Kerry, half shares in two profitable tin mines, and an annual income of three thousand pounds.”

“Oh, God—” Madeline couldn’t breathe. Why was she still standing? Surely, one must sit to receive this kind of news. She glanced around, her hand waving awkwardly as if it could fashion a chair in thin air. She panted, turning and sinking her weight against the wall and the rest of the coats. “I—can’t—what does this mean?”

“It doesn’t mean anything, because you cannot claim it,” her mother replied, her tone clipped. “Which is why it was beastly of Patrick to mention it to you at all.”

Madeline shook her head. This didn’t make sense. “Why can’t I claim it? I want to claim it. What must I do? Does Uncle Rodney have the will? Surely, he can help—”

“You cannot meet the conditions set forth in the will,” her mother snapped. “It is impossible, Madeline. Once the will is contested, your unclaimed assets will revert to the oldest of the Blaire children.”

Madeline blinked twice. “But … Papa is the oldest.” An odd feeling of hope and foreboding mingled in her chest. “If I cannot claim my inheritance, the money will go to my father?”

Her mother gave a curt nod.

Madeline felt her sense of hope blooming. “Well, then surely, if I can’t claim it directly, he can claim it and give it to me as it was intended—”

“Oh, be sensible, Madeline,” her mother huffed. “What would a girl of twenty know about claiming such a fortune? You are a child. A sweet, ignorant fool. Best leave this to your father. He will take care of you, as he always has.”

Madeline reeled back as if slapped, her hope bursting inside her chest like a soap bubble. They meant to keep it from her. Whatever the conditions set forth in the will, they meant to keep her in the dark. Surely there must be a timing aspect to it. They were waiting out the clock. Madeline was about to lose her chance at a fortune she never even knew was hers, and the person ready to take it from her was none other than her own father. And her mother was in on the subterfuge.

“Who else knows?” She pushed herself off from the wall. “Papa? You? Uncle Rodney? I’m sure he’s told all the boys if Patrick knows. Even Lord Everton seems to know something. He asked me about it just now.”

“Lower your voice—”

“I will not lower my voice!” Madeline hissed, tears burning in her eyes. “All my life, you’ve been telling me I must speak up. You cannot now wish me to stay silent, Mama!”

“Diana? Is everything alright, dear?”

Madeline’s mother spun around, plastering that fake smile on her face, as Aunt Judith emerged from the drawing room. “We’re fine, dear,” she called back, her voice all false cheerfulness. “Madeline is feeling unwell. I think we’ll retire a bit early.”

“Of course, go home and rest yourselves,” cooed Aunt Judith. “Lord Everton bade me tell you that he’ll be hosting a dinner tomorrow night, and you’re all invited.”

Madeline groaned as her mother replied, “How lovely.”

Her heart was racing out of control. Madeline never lost her temper. She never raised her voice. It felt freeing. She wanted to do something else to chase this feeling. She wanted to be bold. Not waiting for her mother to turn around, she snatched her bonnet off its hook and lunged for the front door, not looking back as she darted out into the street, followed by the sound of her mother’s startled shriek.




[image: ]
4
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Thirty minutes later, Madeline burst through the door of her cousin’s cramped little office. “Tell me about the will.”

“Christ—Madeline—” Patrick cried, dropping his quill and upsetting his pot of ink. “What the hell are you doing here? Did you—” His gaze trailed from her sodden skirts up to her flyaway hair. “Did you walk here all the way from Mayfair?”

“Walked and ran,” she said, panting for breath.

There was hardly any room within this glorified closet for more than a desk and chair. Even standing at the door, Madeline was all but in her cousin’s lap.

His mouth opened and closed like a confused cod. “Walked—it’s—Madeline, it’s freezing outside! Are you mad? You’ll catch your death!” Even as he spoke, he was on the move, slipping off his chair. He tugged a little folded bit of tartan off the back of the chair and wrapped it around her shivering shoulders. “Christ, you’re frozen solid,” he muttered, giving her shoulders a little rub.

“Patrick, please, just tell me the truth. Did Maude leave me her fortune?”

He groaned, leaning back against the opposite wall. The only light came from a narrow, dusty-paned window and a three-pronged candelabra with half-melted waxes. A little coal brazier sat in the corner, letting off just enough warmth to keep the cramped space habitable.

“M, I really can’t get involved—”

“Stop it,” she rasped. “Mama just confessed. I know there’s a will, and I know I’m in it. I need someone to start telling me the bloody truth!”

Patrick blinked in surprise at her forcefulness. In a way, looking at him was like looking in a sort of mirror. He had the same fair blonde hair, the same big blue eyes, freckles dotting his cheeks and nose, a pointed chin. Even his frame was petite like hers.

The main difference between them was that Patrick was always at least a little bit disheveled. Even now, he had a blot of ink marring the side of his nose. Madeline could just imagine him sitting hunched over this rickety desk, scratching an itch with his quill tip, blithely unaware of the stain he’d left behind.

Well, perhaps today wasn’t right for making that distinction. She glanced down, taking in the state of her ruined skirts. She could feel an icy squelch between her toes. Her petticoats hung wet and heavy, slicked to her stockings. She shifted uncomfortably. “Patrick,” she murmured. “Please …”

He sighed again. “It’s not like this has been easy for me, M. But you’re asking me to defy Uncle Richard, a man who could squash me like a bug.”

Madeline’s sense of righteous anger flared at the sound of her father’s name. That was the knife that cut the deepest. How cruel to feel like now his love of money might eclipse his love of her.

She crossed her arms too, mirroring his stance. “You profess yourself to be a law clerk, do you not? Well, how is it legal to keep someone in the dark about their own affairs? How is it moral? How is it Christian? Please, Patrick, where is your heart—”

“Alright, fine,” he cried, throwing up a hand. “Stop looking at me with those doleful eyes, and I’ll tell you. Just … sit down.” He gestured at his chair.

“I don’t want to sit,” she snapped, holding herself tighter.

“Sit down.”

“No.”

“Goddamn it, M. Sit, or I’m leaving!”

With a huff, she sat. Now he towered over her, the light casting odd shadows on his face. “Well? I’m sitting.”

He nodded, unfolding his arms to tuck his hands in his pockets. “You’re in the will, alright? You’re the sole claimant.”

She didn’t even realize she’d been holding her breath. “You’ve seen it?”

“Aye, I think we’ve all seen it at this point.”

Irritation burned inside her at that. “And?”

“And nothing. You won’t be able to actually claim the money. No one told you about it because there wasn’t any point—”

“But why can’t I claim it?” she cried.

“Well, because Aunt Maude put a condition on you earning the money, M.”

“What condition?”

He sighed. “You have to be married to claim it.”

Her heart dropped out of her chest. “What?”

“To claim the inheritance, you have to prove that you’re married by the end of your twentieth year.”

“But that’s three weeks away!”

“So, you see the problem.”

She positively quivered with indignation as all the pieces of the last two months fell together in her mind like some cruel puzzle. “Oh God,” she murmured. “Oh God, God!” She shot out of the chair, desperate to pace. But there was nowhere to go in this glorified broom cupboard. She turned at the door, pressing her weight against it. “Is that it, then? Is that why my father has been so distant these last few months? Casually planning a trip to Cadiz, knowing he’ll soon have the money to pay for it? My money!”

Patrick winced but said nothing.

“And my mother,” she murmured. “I thought she’d finally given up all hope. Why else would she demand I waste my time courting men like Lord Everton and Barnaby Smythe? She’s been setting me up to fail! Only Lord Everton seems ready to make me an offer. But he’s suffering under the illusion that the Leary fortune is now part of my dowry. He thinks he can claim it!”

“Yeah, you can blame Rory for that,” he admitted, rubbing the back of his neck with a tired sigh.

She blinked. “What does your brother have to do with any of this?”

Patrick just shrugged. “He was going off about it at White’s the other night.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “Well, isn’t that just perfect. So now, Lord Everton thinks he can have my twenty thousand pounds and the hunting lodge in Kerry. He’s ready to move his damn horses into the stables at Leary House!”

“We can set him straight, M—”

“That is not the point,” she cried. “All my life, I’ve done everything they’ve ever asked of me. I’ve twisted myself into knots, becoming a version of myself I neither recognize nor like. And I have done nothing but fail over and over again!”

She was sobbing now. “I’ve watched their esteem of me flicker and die, like the wick of an utterly spent candle. I have tolerated the ridicule of the entire ton. Poor little Madeline. Sweet little Madeline. Mu-mu-muttering Madeline!”

“M, stop—”

“I can’t stop,” she cried. “Don’t you understand, Patrick? I don’t know how to stop. For weeks, you’ve all known this was hanging over me, and not one of you said a word. You all didn’t just expect me to fail, you wanted me to fail. And I don’t know that I can ever forgive you.”

Patrick’s eyes were glassy now as he reached for her. “M, please—”

“No,” she cried, rattling back against the door. “Don’t touch me. Don’t offer your sympathy now.”

“What was I supposed to do? What were any of us supposed to do? How did you expect to get yourself married in two months when you’ve—” He fell silent immediately, biting his lip with a groan.

She raised a brow at him. “When I haven’t managed it for three years?”

“Madeline, don’t do this to yourself—”

“Is that what you were about to say? When I’m such a hopeless case? Well, thanks to all of you, I haven’t even been given the chance to try!”

He stepped forward, grabbing her shoulders. “Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. How can I help you through this?”

She looked around wildly, praying the answer might be written somewhere on the blank walls of this dimly lit office. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “What can I do?”

He loosened his hold on her shoulders. “You want the money? You want to put Uncle Richard in his place at last?”

She nodded, feeling her resolve strengthen. “I do. Patrick, for once in my life, I want to win. I—I want this.”

“Then you need to fulfill the conditions of Maude’s will,” he replied. “You need to marry by the end of the year. Prove you’re married, and the Leary fortune is yours.”

“As if it’s so easy.”

“You’ve got three weeks,” he said. “What are your options? Do you have a suitor in mind?”

“Of course, I don’t,” she said with a roll of her eyes.

“Well, all you need is someone kind, good humored … someone who won’t be a leech,” he said, letting her go and dropping into the chair at his desk. He shifted over the ruined page drenched in drying ink. Using the bottom of the next piece of parchment, he picked up his quill and scratched out a few words.

“And heaven help you, M, but don’t pick a gambler,” he added. “No horses, no boxing, and no wild speculations. I may be a lowly clerk, but just trust me on this.”

She nodded, peering over his shoulder as he kept scratching away.

“You need someone who will accept the dowry and leave you in peace,” he went on. “That’s what you want, right? A business arrangement? A marriage of convenience?”

She nodded again. What other possible kind of marriage could she hope to expect?

He scratched out a few more lines on the paper before tearing it away from the ruined top. Then he handed it to her. Madeline glanced down and read the list of attributes for her future husband:


Kind

No leeches

No gamblers

Dowry-chasers acceptable

No intimacy

Affairs should be kept quiet

No renegotiating for new terms



“Patrick, I … affairs should be kept quiet?” She raised a brow at him.

He chuckled. “You can’t expect a man to marry you and then join a monastery, M. If you’ll not be fulfilling your wifely duties, you can hardly expect him to not look elsewhere.”

Heavens, she hadn’t thought of that. Could she be married to a man knowing he was being unfaithful to her? Her knowledge on the subject of married life could fill a thimble, so she supposed she could accept what she didn’t know.

Patrick leaned forward. “And by the same token, any of your affairs should probably be kept quiet—”

“My affairs,” she cried, eyes wide.

Now he really was laughing at her. “Don’t write off romance so easily, M. You’re a pretty girl. You’re my cousin, so excuse me if I don’t wax poetic beyond that, but you could easily turn a man’s head if you’d work on the whole … you know …”

“Debilitating social anxiety?” she finished for him.

He just gave her a gentle smile. “Well?” He reached over and tapped at the paper. “Thoughts? Who fits the bill?”

She looked down at the list again. Kind. Not a leech. Not a gambler. No expectations of intimacy. Slowly, she felt a little kernel of hope bloom in her chest. She raised her eyes from the paper, settling her gaze on her cousin. Was it possible the answer was standing right before her?

He quirked a brow at her. “What? What is that face?”

“You could do it,” she murmured.

His smile fell. “What?”

She stepped forward, tartan slipping off her shoulders as she reached for his arm. “Oh, Patrick, will you marry me?”
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Madeline

“What?” Patrick squawked, jerking out of her grasp as if her touch burned him. “Madeline, you’re mad—”

“Why is it mad?” She chased him as he took the three bumbling steps backwards, his shoulders hitting the opposite wall of the tiny office.

He held up both hands as if he meant to ward her off. “Madeline, we are cousins. First cousins!”

“When has that ever stopped the aristocracy before?” she replied with an indifferent shrug. “It’s not as if I would ever expect to share your bed—”

“Christ, Madeline.” He dragged a hand through his messy golden locks. “I beg you, don’t put that image in my head. And don’t ask me again. It would be like marrying my sister,” he finished with a strangled groan.

She had to concede that point. With Patrick’s own brothers being so much older than him, Madeline was more of a sibling to him than ever they were. But that didn’t bother her in the slightest. Society could think what they wanted. So long as she and Patrick were safe and happy, what care she for the approval of the vultures of the ton?

“Just think on it before you say no—”

“No.”

“What are your prospects otherwise?” she challenged. “You are the youngest son of a baronet, and Rory is already married with three sons of his own. The next two eldest are married as well, with pregnant wives both. You will never inherit Blaire Lodge—”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Patrick snapped, his eyes narrowed in annoyance.

“Imagine it,” she went on. “We could live happily together at Leary House. We already get on so well. You could live your life and I mine. And I’d never resent you for looking elsewhere or for … for having affairs—”

“Madeline, I beg you,” Patrick groaned again. “I cannot discuss such matters with you. Not now. Not ever.”

She flapped her arms helplessly, tears stinging her eyes again. “Well, then what am I supposed to do? My only chance at making this work is to marry someone I already know. I don’t trust this plan otherwise. I refuse to tie myself into a marriage with a stranger.”

“Well, I cannot possibly be your only unmarried male acquaintance,” he snapped. “Because hell will freeze over first, Madeline. I am off limits!”

She wrapped her arms back around her middle, trying very hard not to pout. It would have been so easy to marry Patrick! The matter could be settled tomorrow by teatime.

“Hey!” Patrick snapped his fingers. “What about that sea captain friend of yours? What’s his name? Wesley-something …”

Madeline stilled, her gaze drifting slowly back over to her cousin. “Captain Renley?”

“That’s it,” he replied, grin growing. “Captain Renley is a very eligible bachelor, M. And you get on well. None of your usual awkwardness. I’ve even seen you dance together at the odd thing. I daresay a man as handsome as the captain may even have you rethinking your commitment to celibacy,” he added with a wink.

Heat bloomed in her cheeks. Captain Tom Renley was a good friend. She’d never considered him as a possible match because, well, it was complicated. They first met three years ago when she and her mother were guests at the Duke of Norland’s summer house party. Three years ago, the Duke of Norland was George Corbin. It was Madeline’s first season out, and her mother had been on the misguided mission to get her married to him. Thank heavens her plans were foiled, for there were no two people less suited for marriage than Madeline Blaire and George Corbin. Not only did the duke not get married that summer, he disclaimed all rights to his title, passing the dukedom to his younger brother, James.

James Corbin was named duke by the Queen herself on the day that should have celebrated his elder brother’s wedding. He returned to Alcott Hall with his two closest friends in tow, Captain Tom Renley, and Mr. Horatio Burke, whom the duke immediately named as his new steward.

Within a fortnight of his investiture, the duke surprised the ton twice over by walking to the little church in Finchley and marrying Miss Rosalie Harrow, a woman of no birth, family, or wealth. Madeline remembered the morning the news hit the society papers. Her mother had shrieked, nearly tipping her tea into her lap.

Madeline never said anything at the time, but she was secretly thrilled, for she considered Rosalie a friend. Rosalie Harrow was one of the first ladies who made Madeline feel like herself. She didn’t care that Madeline was reserved. She sat in silence with her, sketching or watching the flowers in the garden. She never laughed at Madeline’s awkwardness or tried to finish her sentences. She just let Madeline be.

Over the last three years, they’d maintained their friendship, writing letters almost monthly and seeing each other whenever the duchess was in Town. But Rosalie preferred to stay in the countryside. Madeline could easily understand why. She may be a duchess now, but the ton was never going to let her forget who she was before the duke raised her out of the gutter.

Madeline didn’t care about her lack of status. Rosalie had a kind heart and a loyal soul. So Madeline had kept all her many suspicions to herself as she observed the way Rosalie interacted with her husband and his two best friends. It didn’t escape her notice the way Rosalie could finish Mr. Burke’s sentences, or the way the captain always seemed ready with a joke to make her laugh.

Madeline didn’t have the words to describe her suspicions, but she was fairly sure Rosalie’s marriage to the duke was unique. Knowing what she knew, Captain Renley didn’t seem like a viable candidate for her future husband. But she wasn’t about to tell Patrick any of this.

“M? Well, what do you think?” said Patrick, brows raised in curiosity.

“Maybe,” she replied.

“He’ll be at Alcott Hall, will he not?”

She nodded. In Rosalie’s last letter, she’d remarked on the excitement she shared with the duke that Captain Renley would soon return after a twelve-month at sea.

“Well, fancy a trip south?”

His words effectively pulled her from her muddled thoughts. “What?”

“You need a husband. Captain Renley is available. Go to him, and make your case,” Patrick reasoned.

“But—I can’t—Patrick, that’s mad,” she cried, taking a step back and nearly tripping over his office chair.

He laughed. “What’s mad about it? You can’t possibly write this in a letter, M. It’s too … much,” he added. “This is the kind of request that demands an in-person conversation. If Captain Renley is at Alcott Hall, that’s where you need to go.”

She shook her head. “Mama will never approve. She won’t let me just drag her off to Alcott with a plan to propose to a sea captain.”

Patrick’s smile turned positively devious as he folded his arms across his chest and leaned back. “Who says you need to tell her?”

She blinked. “What?”

He reached a hand in his waistcoat pocket and tugged out his watch by the chain, his smile spreading. “It’s nearly noon, M. Do you know what passes by at noon not one block away from here?”

A nervous fluttering took over her stomach as she followed his point to its logical conclusion. She couldn’t help the smile that spread across her lips. “Patrick, I can’t—”

“You want to really give Uncle Richard a run for his money?” he pressed, stepping forward to snatch up his coat off the hook by her head. “Take all the notes I have here in my pocket, board that noon coach, and ride off for Alcott Hall. Bag yourself a husband before Lord Raleigh even realizes you’re gone. You can write him a note while you’re on your honeymoon.”

Her heart was racing. This was reckless. Stupid and selfish and a hundred other terrible things. And nothing was going to stop Madeline from doing it.

Patrick handed her a small wad of folded pounds. It was as if a stranger reached out with her hand, taking them and slipping them into her own pocket.

“What if he says no?” she murmured.

He was going to say no. Why wouldn’t he say no? There was not a man worth having willing to say yes to Lady Madeline Blaire.

Patrick shrugged. “Well, then you’ll be no worse off than you are now. In fact, this might be better.”

“How so?”

He laughed, scooping the tartan off the floor and wrapping it back around her narrow shoulders. “For three years, you’ve been playing this game following Aunt Diana’s rules. If you go to Alcott and ask the captain and he says no … well, you’ll still have the duchess in your corner. Is she not a close friend?”

Madeline nodded.

“Just imagine how well Her Grace must be able to play the marriage game,” he mused. “Did she not bag herself a duke in under a month? Surely, she can help you bag a peer able to put his boots on the right feet.”

Madeline snorted. It was highly unladylike, but she couldn’t help it. This was complete and utter madness. Madeline had never gone anywhere without her mother as a chaperone. “They will come for me. They’ll be so mad, Patrick. I’m sure my father will never speak to me again.”

“They won’t know where to find you,” he replied. “Write a note to Aunt Diana now saying that you’re staying at Blaire Lodge for a few days. By the time your dear mama realizes you’ve lied, you’ll be safely hidden away at Alcott.”

Madeline’s nervous smile spread. “Oh, Patrick, you’re a villain.”

“Please, this is the least I can do,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Now, hurry up, and jot down the note for your mama. We’ll send it off on our way to the coach.” He slipped past her for the door.

“Wait—where are you going?”

He took her in from head to toe. “We’ve got to do something about your outfit, M. Alcott Hall is six hours away in good weather, and there’s a storm rolling in. In that silly getup, you’ll freeze to death before you’ve even reached Greenwich.”
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The coach rattled to a stop, and the occupants within groaned with relief. Charles bounced his knee in anticipation as he waited for the footman to drop the step and open the door. He had to get out. Now. If he didn’t get some relief, he was going to go stark raving mad.

Four hours trapped inside a coach seated next to a young woman and a teething infant was enough to fray his every last nerve. The woman had apologized profusely, growing increasingly red in the face and teary as the poor little lad squirmed and cried, miserable in his confinement and sore in the mouth.

Charles and the two gentlemen on the opposite bench did their best to be polite, but inside he felt as ready to scream as the baby. The last hour took the longest, and he was quite ready to climb out the window and hold onto the side, even in this bitter cold.

The footman rapped twice on the side of the coach and barked out, “Finchley! All out for Finchley!” Then he jerked open the door.

Charles all but stumbled out, letting the piercing cold hit his face. He took a grateful breath that burned his lungs, even as it chilled. Flipping the collar of his great coat up, he turned quickly and helped the young lady and her baby out of the coach.

“Thank you, sir,” she murmured, the baby squalling in the cold. “So sorry.”

“Think nothing of it,” he replied, his patience restored now that he knew he was moments away from freedom. “Do you require assistance? I can help you to your door.”

“No need, sir. My mother is—Mama—” The young woman all but sobbed as a lady in a fur-trimmed cape came bustling forward, arms outstretched.

“Darling, Mary!” The woman wrapped the mother and child in her arms, and they both took to speaking at once, coos of delight and moans of relief at being reunited.

Charles left them to it, stepping around the back of the coach to retrieve his traveling case. Damn, but this wind was bitter. He reached in the side pocket of his great coat, extracting a knit wool scarf and wrapping it twice around his face, a little more protection against the chill. He now wished he’d opted to wear his fur-lined gloves rather than the plain black leather. His knuckles felt stiff as stone. He was desperate to get home and thaw himself by the fire.

“Need any help there, sir?” called the footman.

“I can manage,” he replied, hefting his case by the leather strap. The coach had parked but a stone’s throw from the parsonage. Finchley Church loomed just beyond, the modest bell tower peeking up above the grey stone walls. He would be inside and warm in moments.

Steps from the front gate of the parsonage, Charles paused, glancing up and down Finchley high street. It was a busy afternoon, even in this miserable cold. The tink tink of a blacksmith’s hammer came from the smithy across the way. Charles was sure Mr. Forbes was hard at work within. A few loaded carts rolled down the street, heavy with produce or stacked high with hay. Children darted about—young lads throwing snowballs, a pair of village girls chasing a bleating sheep that slipped loose of its pen.

Watching the pastoral scene, Charles felt an ache somewhere just above his left ribs. It twinged so distinctly that he raised an absent hand, rubbing the spot. He swallowed down the ball of emotion sitting heavy in his throat. He’d missed this place. The quiet of it, the unhurried comfort of a small life. This village was as much a home to him as any place could be, and he missed it like a piece of his heart had been torn away. Now that he was back, his heartbeat felt more regular. He could breathe again.

Home is where the heart finds rest.

How often had his uncle said those words? Charles had never given them credence before. It had been five years since he called Finchley home. Three years since his last visit. He was sure he would find much changed, for life never stood still, but the essential things remained the same. A blacksmith wielded his hammer, farmers carted hay, and boys threw snowballs much too forcefully for the comfort of old Mrs. Tibbets.

Charles smiled behind his scarf as he watched the old lady come bustling out of her shop, wielding a broom. She brandished it at the boys, shrieking about the threat to her windows. Charles turned away with a soft chuckle, using one hand to lift the latch on the old blue gate that led through into the front garden of the parsonage.

A fine dusting of snow covered all the boxwoods planted along the high stone walls. His favorite bench was hidden under the drifts too. A decade of memories flooded him in a breath—reading on that bench in warm summers, climbing atop it with other village boys as they played crusaders, secret whispers in the dark, his back pressed against the hard stone—

Enough.

He took a shaky breath, dropping his gaze to his boots. Only the little cobblestone path from the gate to the front door had been cleared of snow. His boots crunched on the salt that protected against ice as he approached the door.

Setting his case down, he raised a gloved hand and grasped for the large brass door knocker. He rapped three times, hearing the echo of it around the eerily quiet garden. Snow always had that effect. It warped the senses, making every sound both too quiet and too loud.

He heard the latch lift moments before the door swung inward.

“Oh, my heavens,” Molly gasped, one hand over her mouth. Tears sprung instantly to her grey eyes.

Charles smiled down at his uncle’s loyal housemaid. The woman had served him for nigh on thirty years. She may be all of five feet in her tallest booted heels, but she was mightier than a hurricane. Frizzy grey curls framed her face under her pristine white mobcap. “Hello, Molly,” he murmured with all the warmth of feeling he could muster.

She lowered her hand from her mouth, blinking back her tears. “You came.”

“Did you doubt I would?”

This woman had raised him as much as Uncle Selby. She was his surrogate mother in all but name. He felt the sting of her sharp appraisal as she took him in from his top hat down to his boots. “I did,” she admitted, not unkindly. Damn, but this woman knew him better than he knew himself. “He’ll be that pleased to see you,” she added.

Charles let out a sharp breath. Relief flooded him that he wasn’t too late. “He still lives, then?”

Molly stepped back to let him enter. “Aye, he lives. Heaven knows it would be a kindness unmatched if the Lord would see fit to bring him home. But until he does, we’re doing what we can for his comfort. Come, get yourself in. You can bring him his tea.”

Heart in his throat, Charles stepped over the threshold into his uncle’s house, knowing with an aching sense of surety that it would probably be for the last time. And he very much doubted Uncle Selby would be happy to see him again, as it was his uncle who demanded he leave and never come back.
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