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      For the past year, Lady Charlotte has waited patiently for her turn at possessing the magical pendant given to her friends when they were young. A gypsy girl swore the necklace would lead the wearer to the heart of a duke, which only made sense since Lady Eleanor was betrothed to the Duke of Langley at the time. Now Charlotte’s three friends and her sister are all married or betrothed, and not one of them has landed the most eligible, and quite unbearably handsome, Langley. Does Charlotte stand a chance?

      Langley had thought his fate was settled: he was to marry the young lady his father had chosen. Then she fell for another, and since then, every marriageable miss he set his sights on has done the same. His mother wants him to marry and get on with providing an heir, but he has lost interest in the entire matter.

      The final young ladies on his mother’s list have come to stay at Hawking Hall, and the meek and mousy Lady Charlotte seems perfect, until she comes right out to say she has no desire to marry him. Never a man to back down from a challenge, Langley is intrigued. What would it take to change her mind?
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      The Duchess of Langley rifled through the papers on her small desk and handed one to her son, the duke.

      Langley scanned the list of names with little interest. “Have we really come to this?”

      “Shall I read you the other list? Lady Eleanore Barnaby, Lady Aldora Adamson, Lady Valera—”

      “Yes, Mother. I remember quite clearly the ladies whose fathers I have spoken to in recent months regarding their daughters’ futures. The same ladies who have all chosen not to consider my proposals. I do not need the reminder.”

      He strode across the Axminster carpet and leaned against the window sash, looking at the gardens below. His men were trying in vain to restore life to the fading blooms in time for the arrival of his mother’s guests. “What I object to is the scheme of yours, to parade me about like an over-bred lapdog in front of your friends. They know who I am. What more must they see to believe I would make a suitable husband for their precious daughters?”

      He glanced back to see Mother lower her spectacles and offer him that look, the one that sent her puppies scrambling for their silk pillows.

      She shook her head and went back to her lists. “By having these ladies and their mothers stay here, we are giving them the opportunity to see your better qualities. Really, Langley, you must show them you are a kind man, generous with a compliment, and willing to set aside your own desires for those of the young lady whose company you are sharing.”

      He strolled back to her desk. “I thought we were discussing my qualities. Is any man like that? Outside of a novel, that is?”

      Mama stood and patted his cheek. “You were like that once, dear boy. The right woman will draw it out of you again. Now be off. I must finish addressing these invitations.”
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      Charlotte sat on her sister’s bed watching Alison hold ribbons up to her hair in an indecisive flurry. How odd it felt to be so happy for one’s sister while being so miserable about one’s own state. “You will visit me after you marry?”

      “Mr. Foster will continue to work with Papa. It isn’t as though we will be living Yorkshire.”

      “Girls!” Mama’s voice rang from the stairway. “Charlotte! I have news.”

      Meeting her sister’s gaze in the mirror, Charlotte frowned. “Whatever could have her so excited?”

      Mama rushed into the bedchamber waving a piece of paper. “We are invited to stay at Hawking Hall.”

      Charlotte frowned. “But that’s Langley’s home.”

      “It is. The duchess has invited a few of her friends to stay, and we are to be among them.”

      Alison spun on her padded stool, her eyes wide. “The duke. Oh, Charlotte, you will be the one!”

      “How you go on.” Charlotte pressed her palm to the gold heart she wore around her neck.

      “‘This pendant shall lead to the heart of a duke.’ The gypsy said it would be so. And now the duke has made his choice.” Alison clapped her hands.

      Mama tsked. “We are not the only guests invited. I’m certain, however, that once Langley has the chance to see our Charlotte in such a small group, he shall fall passionately in love with her.”

      Charlotte rose and turned away. “It would take a very small group for me to shine more brightly than the others.”

      “I do wish you had more confidence,” Mama said. She came to Charlotte and drew her into her arms. “You will be the brightest of the diamonds in the room. How any man could fail to notice you is beyond me.”

      Wrapping her arms around her mother’s waist, Charlotte treasured the safety in the hug. She was the only one of her friends to have failed to find a husband this year. If, by some impossible chance the Duke of Langley decided she suited him, she would overlook the fact he was once engaged to Lady Eleanore and be grateful to become his wife.
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        October 1810

        Hampshire, England

      

      

      

      Andrew Vickers, the 5th Duke of Langley, stood beneath a yellowing oak tree observing his guests with a yawn. The titled young men and ladies Mother had invited scampered about with a select few members of the gentry, chasing after their wooden Pall Mall balls on the vast lawn at his southernmost estate, Hawking Hall. Exceedingly bored, Langley wished he were in Town. There was no one in London he really cared to see, but at least there he could retire to his chamber when he wished, or content himself with a book and speak to no one for hours on end.

      Standing beside him his friend, William Butler, Viscount Pembrook, absently swung a mallet in the air, appearing no more interested in the game than Langley was.

      Langley made no attempt to disguise another yawn. He could use a nap before the evening activities, if he was to be at his best. It was important he be sharp witted so he could finally put this matter of marriage behind him. “I’m beginning to wish I had simply let Mother decide who was the most qualified young lady on her list and agreed to marry that one.”

      “Hardly the most romantic way to proceed.”

      “Having our fathers arrange the match between myself and Lady Eleanore wasn’t romantic either. Everything would have been settled if she hadn’t eloped with my cousin.”

      Pembrook lifted his mallet behind his shoulders and stretched. “You aren’t suddenly going to declare yourself heartbroken over her at this late date, are you?”

      “Of course not. I’ve seen the couple since they returned from Scotland and they seem genuinely happy. I wish them the best. But it was such a damned nuisance finding another barrister, since I could no longer trust Farrish to have my best interests in mind. Not to mention what I’m going through trying to find a replacement for Lady Eleanore.”

      Shaking his head, Pembrook said, “You mean, trying to find a wife, not to replace Lady Eleanore. You cannot tell a girl she’s merely a replacement for something you can’t have.”

      “Yes, of course, what else would I mean? I’m in a position I never expected. I’m turning thirty in a few weeks and had planned to be married by now. Until Lady Eleanore eloped, I’d never considered another woman for my wife. But, blast it. I’m running out of time.”

      “What difference does it make if you marry at thirty, or thirty-one? You’ve waited all this time…”

      Langley shoved at the locks of hair drooping over his brow and pursed his lips. Brooky was a good friend, one of his closest now that his barrister cousin was married to Langley’s former intended. His ties to Brooky, however, didn’t go back as far as his school days, when his father had died. His friend’s questions stirred up painful memories that he usually kept deeply buried. “My father died rather young. He was forty-eight. I was sixteen when he left us. I feel like I barely knew him.”

      He glanced at the young people playing on his lawn. “I knew the man who loved me and my mother, but not the one who made decisions affecting the lives of so many people living off the successful running of our estates. I would like to have been eased into the role I play. The Duke of Langley. The very act of assuming the title means you cannot ask advice of the former duke.”

      Brooky cleared his throat. “That’s very true. I suppose I have it lucky to be part of the running of the earldom before my father turns up his heels.”

      “Yes, well…I don’t plan to die young, but I would like to be here for my sons.”

      One of his guests cheered as his ball connected with that of another player. While Langley was pleased they were enjoying themselves, he had no desire to join them. Mother claimed he was too serious, but the frivolity of scampering about after balls was something he’d outgrown around the time his father died. “I hate this process of looking for a bride. Every young lady I’ve considered these past few months has had someone else in mind. I thought all young ladies aspired to marry a duke.”

      His friend chuckled. “Perhaps if you slink up behind the next one and catch her unaware, she can’t escape like the others have.”

      Langley frowned. “I don’t appreciate the humor in that. I’ve discovered I have a knack for choosing the next noble daughter to announce her betrothal to some other man.” The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      “Don’t let that become known to the marriage-minded mamas. They’ll hunt you down, if only to guarantee their daughters marry soon.” Brooky broke into a pantomime, prancing about on his toes, his wrist limp, and spoke in falsetto. “Your Grace, pardon me, but would you please gaze upon my daughter? This is her third season…”

      Langley bit back a smile as he picked up his mallet and considered joining the others. “Why aren’t they hunting me down now? Everybody knows I’m in need of a wife. I’m reasonably handsome, exceedingly wealthy—”

      “And you are remarkably humble about your better qualities.”

      “I do sound like a pompous arse, don’t I?” Langley chuckled. “It truly astounds me I am unable to find a lady who’ll consider marrying me.”

      “Perhaps you need to look at a broader selection of ladies.”

      Grunting, Langley paced a few steps closer to where his guests played. “I shouldn’t need to after this week. Mother’s guest list included the finer families of her acquaintance, and she even suggested to a few of her friends they were welcome to bring additional young ladies for the week.”
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