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Chapter One
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Present Day

Mattie Newcastle was late.

No, not that kind of late, just late enough getting home from work so that her father couldn’t help but notice. 

Hoping to avoid his questions... or interrogations, she slipped inside their apartment and then closed and locked the front door. It was just him and her now; sadly, her mother passed away a year ago, the same time her dad retired from the police force. 

Being retired meant Brian Newcastle had an avalanche of unaccustomed spare time, so he focused a lot of his attention on unnecessary things... things like his only daughter’s comings and goings.

Geez it, she was nearly twenty-four, a fully grown woman and all, and yet she often felt more like sixteen, living at home like this... under her dad’s substantial thumb.

Oh well, deal with it.

She made her way from the hallway into the unlit kitchen. Brian usually waited for her in the living room. Most times he slept. Or catnapped. Or took forty winks. If she was quiet enough, she usually didn’t awaken him. 

Setting her handbag on the uncluttered kitchen table, she huffed a breath. Sure, she chafed under his heavy parental supervision, but it wouldn’t be for much longer. No, her freedom was coming soon. This June, she’d graduate with her Master’s degree in Counseling Psychology from Columbia University. She had a great job lined up, and as soon as she got her New York State license, she’d be able to start her new life. She’d move into her own apartment. Or, if that was out of her reach, then she’d share a place with a girlfriend.

Thank heavens!

A querulous voice weaved its way into the kitchen. “Mattie? That you, girl? It sure better be ’else I’ll hafta pull out my 38 Special.”

Sigh. It begins.

Bracing herself for his comments... and to face the inevitable inquisition, Mattie walked into the darkened living room with a strained smile on her face. Only the light from the television brightened the room.

“Hi, Dad. I didn’t know you were awake.” She went over to him and kissed his wrinkled cheek.

Brian sat in a dilapidated recliner—his chair—with his worn face droopy with sleep and his sixty-three years. He had married late in life, feathering his nest with wife and child. Honestly, by his grizzled looks, he appeared more like a grandfather than a father.

Checking the watch on his age-befreckled wrist, he then glared at her with his blue-grey eyes. “Mattie Marie Newcastle. It’s close to eleven o’clock, young lady. You shoulda been home an hour ago. Where in the blue blazes have you been?”

On the old-fashioned sofa, she sat across from his position. The sofa had soft cushions that seemed to envelop a person, kind of like how she was enveloped now with her father’s smothering concern. Frankly, she was in for it. He would have her head... and then some.

In addition to graduate school and doing research for her internship, she worked most nights at a popular department store—three stops away on the subway. She did some cashiering and sales; her specialty was selling reasonably priced women’s clothing. 

The store shut its doors at nine. By nine thirty she was waiting on the subway platform to grab the uptown “D” train. Usually she was home by ten, give or take five minutes either way.

The wages weren’t much, but every little bit helped to pay the bills and her tuition. She also managed to stash away a small amount every paycheck since she looked forward to being completely on her own.

Completely on her own!

Tonight, well, what she’d done was just plain stupid. Foolish, dangerous, and too risky for words. If she told her dad the truth, he’d have a kitten. Goodness, she was having a kitten right now just thinking about her... lack of common sense. How could she have been so... trusting, so stupid?

But she had to say something. What could she tell him?

“Well,” she stalled. “One of the other cashiers was really friendly tonight.”

That was true, however the woman, Antonia, had a reason for her friendliness.

“She wanted to get together for a cup of coffee after work.”

That was true, too, only she’d wanted Mattie to come over her nearby apartment for the express purpose of placating a belligerent husband.

Mattie could still hear Antonia’s plaintive voice. 

“Sheldon won’t beat me if I bring somebody home. I dunno, somehow he puts on his good manners and forgets about slappin’ me around if someone else is with me. Please, please, you’ve got to come over to my place. I don’t live far from here.”

The truth of the matter was, with her reddened eyes, cowering stance, and frightened gaze, Antonia was a classic example of a battered woman, an unfortunate victim of domestic violence.

Brian made a loud snort. “Mattie, you have better things to do in the middle of the night than drink caffeine with some... lowlife.”

Mattie’s protective nature got called to the fore. “Antonia’s not a lowlife, Dad. Not at all. And besides, it was just coffee.”

But then Mattie’s conscience niggled her. She should’ve told the woman “no”. She didn’t know Antonia at all, but honestly, she felt obligated to help in any way she could, because that was her calling, wasn’t it? That was what she was trained to do.

Her specialty was working with victims of domestic violence. Women, especially. Antonia had mentioned a few of the tactics her husband used daily on her. Punching, yelling, insulting, taking her paycheck—the list went on and on.

Mattie’s passion was to advocate for and empower clients to discover their own personal solutions to life’s problems. She hoped she could help people who oftentimes couldn’t stand up for themselves, to discover effective ways to cope with their challenges instead of being victims.

She felt a shiver of unease flitter down her spine, reminding her that her vocation was exactly why she was late returning home tonight. She actually disregarded her gut feeling and had said “yes” to Antonia. 

Big mistake. Sheldon, the husband, had good manners all right, but as soon as Mattie seated herself in the living room, Antonia had excused herself to... to go someplace else in the apartment, leaving her alone with an abuser.

Even now Mattie shivered just thinking about how vulnerable she’d been.

“I know you, Mattie girl.” Brian shook a fist at her. “You’re a sucker for a hard luck story. Too trusting. You didn’t go someplace alone with that woman, did you? Did you?” 

She swallowed but no words came out.

His gaze narrowed. “Tell me you didn’t. Haven’t I educated you on all the different ways a young girl can get into trouble?” 

Mattie quickly nodded. “Yes, yes, you did, Dad. Thank you.” She avoided answering his question. 

“I worry about you, Mattie. Sometimes I think the street-smarts gene got deleted out of your DNA.”

She ignored that insult. The truth of the matter was, with Antonia, Mattie had felt obligated to help in any way that she could. Since she didn’t have her license yet, there wasn’t much she could do as a private individual, but she could listen. And, if Antonia had wanted professional help, then there were organizations that specialized in helping women rebuild their lives. Mattie even had the phone numbers stored on her phone for easy access. 

But tonight sure hadn’t turned out as she’d imagined. Phew! She’d sweated bullets. Strange apartment, strange man, strange helpless feeling cramping up in her stomach. 

Goodness, what if Sheldon had decided to attack her? He was a big guy; she didn’t stand a chance against him.

Thankfully, he hadn’t made any threatening moves. Mattie had quickly made her excuses and then hightailed it out of the building. 

Phew, once again. She’d dodged a bullet. 

Her father seemed to settle down. He sat back in his recliner, making it creak. “Good. You can’t be too careful, Mattie girl. I’d really like to see you safely wed before I kick this old bucket.”

Married? She almost choked. “I’m graduating in June, Dad. I don’t want to get married for quite a while. Plus, I’m not even seeing anybody. Besides, you got a clean bill of health from the doctor. You’re not going anywhere, you know.”

“Bah, what does that old coot know?” He flung out his arm as if to wave off her comments. “Never mind that. Let’s change the subject. You ready for that photo shoot tomorrow at Yesterday’s Treasures? I want you to be well rested, Mattie. Your Uncle Ward is very happy that you’re helping him out with this marketing kick-off. It’s his latest campaign to promote the second hand shop.”

She shrugged. As Ward Lenniroms, the owner/manager of the neighborhood thrift shop—and honorary uncle, no family relation—had told her, this photo shoot was to highlight some of the genuine antique garments that Yesterday’s Treasures stocked. Case in point, a mysterious wedding gown that Ward had come across at an estate sale. 

She hadn’t seen the dress yet, but Ward mentioned how sleek and yet voluminous the skirt of the gown was. Volumes of material form-fitted to the wearer’s figure. The dress happened to be in excellent condition, and coincidentally or not, it was just her size.

Just how old the gown was Ward couldn’t say, only that there were no designer labels anywhere in the seams, and, unbelievably, the ambiance surrounding the dress seemed to contain a champagne glow of bubbles? Fairy rings? Mystical smoky orbs?

Doubtful. But that was what Ward had told her.

The man obviously exaggerated. Or had downed too many beers. He didn’t usually overdrink. He was a refined, even prissy kind of fellow, rather like a persnickety gentleman from the days of yore. Or maybe a fastidious butler in charge of a duke’s domain was a more apt description. 

Even the silver hair in his beard seemed to toe the line in looking stately and well-trimmed. Ward’s chin was definitely more thickly covered than his head with his thinning, long hair. He wore it pulled back into a short ponytail. But even with that, his hair was meticulously groomed. 

As for his passion, it was easy to say that his second hand shop was his entire life. He had no qualms about spending money on this upcoming elaborate promotional photo shoot. It was intended to advertise his beloved store beyond the confines of their neighborhood.

Mattie couldn’t help but think that the advertising budget would’ve been better used to buy more quality inventory. Or maybe even produce marketing material for television and internet sources. 

But to each his own.

She was donating her services as the model/bride, not only to help Ward, but also to appease her father. Brian was obsessed with wanting to see his little girl get married. 

Rapid eye roll at that thought.

Maybe she would marry one day, but certainly not for the foreseeable future. So tomorrow, her dad could see her in a pretend ceremony. He had to be content with that. Truly, it was better than nothing.

She exhaled a long breath. Not that it made a difference, but she wondered whom Ward had chosen to be the groom. She hoped the man would be photogenic. Frankly, none of the wandering drifters hanging around Yesterday’s Treasures could ever be considered an advantageous marital match.

After giving her father a peck of a kiss and wishes for a good sleep, Mattie prepared for bed. She’d been very lucky tonight. If something bad had happened, her father wouldn’t have even known where she was. He wouldn’t have been able to pick up the pieces.

Scary.

Mattie shivered. Her thoughts returned to her coworker. Was this what Antonia did after every work shift? Recruit a different person to accompany her home? That certainly was a terrible way to live.

Then again, Antonia did have a choice. She didn’t have to live that way.

Lights out, Mattie got comfortable under the bedcovers. Tomorrow would be an easy day for her. Instead of working on her Master’s thesis, the only thing she planned to do was the two-hour photo shoot. Maybe after that she could browse around Yesterday’s Treasures, do a little shopping, and if Ward was in a good mood, maybe she’d get a substantial discount!

* * * *
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THE NEXT DAY, MATTIE stood outside Yesterday’s Treasures with her hand touching the brass doorknob. For some reason, she was nervous. For some strange reason she felt as if her life was going to change in a peculiar way.

It was like the call to adventure; stepping out of her old life into something completely new. Which was weird, really. She’d known Ward Lenniroms all her life. But then again, she didn’t know him well at all. He never lived close to the Newcastle residence... or even close to New York. Every now and then he’d fly in from London, or Bangkok, or Rio, or other exotic locations. He’d brush back her raven-dark curls, rub a spot on her forehead with his linen handkerchief, and then plant an avuncular kiss right between her two eyebrows. 

Never higher and never lower.

The feel of his bristly beard and fleshy lips was a sensation she’d experienced every year whenever he breezed through the neighborhood for a visit. He’d always sit with her father in the Newcastle living room and drink a tall glass of Guinness Stout beer. He even offered to share his drink with her. She’d learned early on that the very generous foam head on the dark beer was as bitter as bitter could be. 

Perhaps now if she’d tried it, her taste buds would’ve welcomed the flavor.

About two years ago, Ward decided to put down roots close to the Newcastles with Yesterday’s Treasures. The bargain store turned out to be a popular addition to the shopping district and had a very loyal following. But evidently, Ward wanted more traffic, more business, hence the photo shoot.

Yanking open the door, Mattie scolded herself. How very foolish she was to be nervous. After all, this just involved taking a few pictures, and then it would be over. 

She stepped inside the packed-to-the-gills aisles filled with everything under the sun. There were row upon row of jeans, worn and new. Dresses, shirts, pants, jackets for the whole family. Shoes of every size and color lined the shelves along the crowded walls. Ladies handbags and straw hats overlooked the cornucopia of everyday merchandise. Bold pictures and pop posters fought for shoppers’ attentions. A fabulous selection of low-priced kids’ toys shouted out to avid bargain hunters everywhere. 

She couldn’t miss the fake-haired wigs in lovely shades of pink. Not to mention an array of jewelry, sporting goods, even scandalous lingerie. One of her favorite items was a gigantic hawk—or was that a falcon?—stuffed and mounted on one of the not-so-crowded walls. The bird-in-flight looked so real. She even fancied its yellow eyes could wink at her.

Yes, Yesterday’s Treasures had it all. However...

There was no space here for anyone to breathe, let alone pose. Clearly, the photo shoot would be held in one of the back rooms.

“Mattie! Mattie, dear heart. Bless you, here you are, right on time.” 

Out from behind a carousel filled with women’s evening gowns, Ward stood next to her and clapped his manicured hands together.

“Excellent!” He leaned over, and... surprise, surprise, rubbed his handkerchief on a spot between her eyebrows and then puckered his lips to kiss her over the bridge of her nose.

“Hi, Ward. Well, I’m here, ready to take the pretend plunge into so-called wedded bliss.”

She’d never called him “uncle”. Even as a child she had no use for labels. “Mom” and “Dad” was about as far as that went. 

Ward looked dapper in a white, thin-striped, button-down shirt with silk-blend dress slacks and matching vest. He was about the same age as her father, but at the same time somehow he seemed both older and younger than Brian.

He took her hand. “You look ravishing, dear heart. Simply ravishing. And, by the time the makeup and hairdressing diva is finished with you, you’ll be absolutely divine. Just perfect for this period piece that we’re shooting.”

“Makeup and hairdressing?” She touched her powderless cheek. “Ooh, I hadn’t realized this was going to be so elaborate.”

Leading her into a side room, he opened the door for her. “Not to worry, my pet. All details will be taken care of in a trice.”

In a trice? Sometimes Ward spoke so oddly.

She stepped over the threshold and into the beautifully decorated... and very dark room. Fortunately, light came into the room from arched stained glass windows aglow with diffused brightness.

Immediately her senses were assaulted. Assaulted with smells, sights, and sounds of a bygone era. 

For smells, the aroma of sharp incense grew stronger as she walked into the room. That scent mixed in with the perfume from an arrangement of pink roses placed upon a table in the small area.

For sights, a center redwood altar with a golden crucifix was on display, and two grim wooden benches or pews on either side of the runner—was it a distinctive Aubusson carpet?—extended out from the holy altar. 

As for sounds, the haunting melody from a harp sonorously tickled the airwaves. The sound was more beautiful than anything she’d ever heard. The harp player was absent, though. This must’ve been a recorded piece of music.

She turned to Ward. “This is a period wedding, then? What’s the era?”

“Regency England, dear heart. Where men were men, and women were ladies!” He winked.

Scanning the contents of the room, she nodded. “Yes, everything is so old. Genuine antiques. It’s like a slice of the past brought to life in the twenty-first century. Even the music is old. Frankly, Ward, it’s spooky.”

He patted her hand. “I know, dear heart. But in order for this shoot to be effective, we must have everything true to the Regency.” 

Leading her to the back of the small room where a French style dressing screen with three partitions stood, he gave her another avuncular smile.

“Here’s a bit of privacy for you as you prepare. My assistant, Vivian, will first arrange your hair and then she will apply the makeup.” 

“Oh, you’re really going all out for this photo shoot, aren’t you?” 

“Indeed, it is to be as authentic as possible. As you probably know, makeup was used sparingly during Regency times. However, Vivian will provide a glimmer of color so you do not feel... naked.”

At that word, Mattie felt herself blush. 

“Then she will help you dress, and voilà, you will be complete. I regret you cannot converse with her. She only speaks French.” Ward made a small bow. “Enjoy the experience, dear heart.”

A waft of cool air breezed through Mattie’s loose hair. She couldn’t help shivering. “What about my father? You’ll show him in here? I know he wants to see me all gussied up.”

“Of course.” Ward made a small bow. “You will bring tears to Brian’s eyes, I am assured.”

She glanced around the makeshift dressing area. Every accessory was laid out on a table. White leather slipper shoes, a netted veil attached to a white cap, and three dusky pink long-stemmed roses—obviously a type of bouquet—waited for her approval.

The sleek and lanky wedding gown was hung on a type of mannequin. It had long sleeves ending in cuffs. Oddly enough, the dress was a bit high-waisted, and decorated with a belt of tiny white pearls set into a band. A long slit from the neckline down to her bodice might be considered racy, but there was so much material on the gown, she figured that only a sliver of skin would show. Perfectly proper.

If she’d really been getting married, this would’ve been the dress she would’ve chosen. Elegant and timeless—she loved it.

As for the champagne bubbles, the fairy rings, or the smoky orbs... no, definitely no. She didn’t see anything out of the ordinary on the gown. 

It was then a woman, probably in her mid-thirties, came around the screen divider. She was dressed in a drab olive garment also a bit high-waisted and, crazily enough, the dress extended down to the floor. An actual long gown. Why in the world was a makeup and hair diva wearing a gown? 

The woman’s milky white hair was pulled into a high-riding bun, with side bangs covering the right side of her small forehead. Her eyes were dazzlingly blue and framed by impossibly long eyelashes. She bit her rosy lip and then smiled at Mattie. The next second, she launched a flood of French words at Ward.

As he readily replied, Mattie had to shake her head. She hadn’t known Ward spoke French, but then again, she really didn’t know much about him at all.

Ward gestured with his hand. “This is Vivian, Mattie. She’ll help you dress.” He looked at the woman. “First thing is the hair, n’est-ce pas?”

Vivian nodded.

Mattie sat on the chair next to the wedding accessory table. “Okay, but I—”

“Tut! You relax now, dear heart. Once Vivian has worked her magic and has transformed you into a proper Regency miss, I’ll check up on you again. If everything is perfect, then we’ll have a marriage.”

After those outrageous words, he winked and then left her and Vivian behind the dressing screen.

Vivian got busy brushing and tugging on Mattie’s hair. It was quiet in the room or perhaps chapel was a better word. Quiet except for the sound of the harp music. Frankly, since there wasn’t to be any conversation, there wasn’t much for Mattie to do. 

Closing her eyes, she enjoyed Vivian’s vigorous ministrations to her hair. Soon, when she opened her eyes to look in a mirror, she’d see herself as a young woman from the nineteenth century, not the twenty-first. 

How bizarre. All this fuss was for a photo shoot!
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Chapter Two
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Friday, July 12, 1816

George Callum Marcus Dunning, the tenth Marquess of Chesterton, found himself in a bind—a devil of a bind. He could not blame anyone for this monumental muddle; only he could claim the responsibility.

Huffing with dissatisfaction, he strode the length of his bedchamber.

By rights he should not have even been here in London. Summers were traditionally spent at his principal estate, Chesterton Manor, near Blanchland, Northumberland. Historically, the summer weather was usually pleasant, but, no, not this year. Not this year for Blanchland, not for England, not even for England’s European neighbors.

With colder temperatures and constant rain, no doubt the year 1816 would go down in the record books as “The Year Without A Summer.”

Due to this never-ending dismal weather, he had decided to forgo Chesterton Manor and remain in London for a time. His plan had been to partake in the gentlemanly amusements that this city of vice was so abundant in.

That had been his first mistake.

Everything had been satisfactory until one week ago. At White’s Gentlemen’s Club on St. James’ Street, he had run into his arch nemesis, Ivan St. Clair, the Duke of Hildergrant. Not that George had intended to encounter the obnoxious duke; after all they were aligned with different political parties. However, at this point in time, the establishment of White’s was non-political. Both Tories and Whigs were welcome at White’s to indulge in drinks, gambling, and conversations.

Hildergrant had been overly smug, as was his usual inclination. He professed surprise on seeing George, and had suggested a gentlemanly game of whist. George, priding himself on never backing down from a challenge, had agreed.

That was his second mistake.

The Duke was a noted card sharp. True, the man’s card playing was aboveboard, however he had to have been truly in bed with Lady Luck. The blasted fellow never seemed to lose at games of chance. 

Even knowing this, George had continued to play, and then had bet the farm—to use a vulgar phrase. Deep down he had known gambling with the Duke was dangerous... even disastrous. He knew that but he disregarded his inner wisdom.

He could not blame his reckless decision on the endless supply of Blue Ruin or French bourbon or fine Scotch whisky that he had irresponsibly guzzled down. 

No. It had been the thought of besting that bold as brass scoundrel, Hildergrant, in a game, or two, or ten, of whist that had kept spurring George on. 

He was addicted to the kill—the overpowering thrill of victory. Growing up as he had with a powerful but dissolute father, gambling seemed to soothe his own savage beast.

In his Bedford Square townhouse, George poured himself a liberal glass of Scotch whisky and continued to pace around his bedchamber. Unfortunately, the drink’s deep golden color reminded him of the gold guineas he had wagered that ill-fated night at White’s Gentlemen’s Club.

With a sigh, he stared out his second floor bedchamber window at the colorful but soggy flowers in his garden. The flowers brightened this dreary July day. Thank the good Lord his fashionable townhouse was still his; at least he had not offered this property... or any estate property as collateral.  

He sighed again. It was in the Gaming Room at White’s Club that he had been fleeced. Hour after hour, the well-appointed room had grown hotter as the stakes kept ratcheting up. In the wee hours of the morning, the monetary amount to be wagered had finally settled on the princely... or kingly... sum of 150,000 pounds. 

Even if he had lost, which to his regret he had, he wouldn’t have been completely up the River Tick. He was still solvent; after all, he was the Marquess of Chesterton. But then, from across the gaming table, that bastard Hildergrant had made a fiendish smile.

And that was when George had made his third... and fatal mistake.

“Let us make the wager more interesting, Chesterton.” Hildergrant had drummed his thick fingers on the table. “You possess an excessively valuable ancestral ring, a ring that belongs to the Marchioness of Chesterton. I have heard the diamond described as the largest stone in England. Its beauty is enhanced by the count of sixteen small diamonds surrounding the large stone.” 

The man narrowed his piercing gaze. “I desire that sparkling piece of jewelry.” 

“You are well informed, Hildergrant,” George had countered. “However, my mother, the Marchioness, is still alive. She wears the ring on her finger.” 

“I am aware of that,” the blackguard had agreed. “However, there is no new marchioness on the horizon for you, or so I am told. The ring is withering away on the old woman’s finger. As for me, I find I have need for an exquisite diamond for an exquisite diamond of the first water. You may have heard of my intended: Lady Leonora Tallyrand.” 

That had, of course, cinched the deal. George’s eyes must have turned pure flaming red. Once upon a time he had hoped Lady Leonora would consent to marry him and wear the diamond ring. The lady had proved fickle. She sought an even higher title than marchioness. 

Evidently, Lady Leonora had caught herself a duke. George would be damned if she wore that particular Chesterton family ring as wife to another man.

However, to his eternal detriment, he had agreed to the Duke’s terms.

Exhaling deeply, George then leaned his forehead against the glass windowpane in his bedchamber. Its cool temperature soothed his fevered brow, but only for a moment. 

He had lost Lady Leonora and now he had lost at whist. Once the realization of what he had done, what he had wagered, finally hit, he must have certainly turned a nauseating shade of green. 

It had been at that momentous moment that Hildergrant had stated his hell-hatched proposition: the Marquess of Chesterton was still on the hook for 150,000 pounds, however he could keep the diamond ring if, and only if, a new marchioness, i.e., George’s bride, now wore it on her finger. That and an additional forfeit of 10,000 pounds.

Hell, blast, and everything in between.

George could not stay still. After downing the rest of his whisky, he picked up the pace and stormed around his bedchamber. This would not work; it would not fadge. He knew his mother; he knew Wileen Dunning very well. 

She would never relinquish the ring... hell, not even if his very life depended on it. Indeed, if he—without a fiancée—asked his mother for the ring, she would have laughed in his face.

Indeed, if she became aware of his contemptible actions, she would easily spew out a cacophony of “dis” words at him: disgraceful, dishonorable, discreditable, disgusting, disagreeable, disreputable, disappointing, disastrous... and the like. 

The marchioness never minced words. At least she never did with him.

However, if he were to marry, then yes, his mother would gladly hand over the family treasure... but only for his intended bride.

George returned to the window and banged his head against the glass. May he himself be damned to hell. And Ivan St. Clair with him.

Checking the mantle clock, George grunted. The time was fast advancing. Enough recriminations. What was done was done. He had created his current dilemma, and he would deal with it. He had no choice.

The Duke of Hildergrant had left him a way out. And George was going to take that route. He had contacted his most trusted advisor, Edward Nilremnos, his family’s man of business, and had tasked him to quietly procure an appropriate, amenable, eligible, and biddable young woman willing to become the Marchioness of Chesterton on such short notice. An agreement, settlement papers, and a contract had even been signed.

It was a regrettable way to get yoked for life, but George would have to live with the consequences of his actions. Today was the day his new life would be set in motion. Today was the day he would be entering the parson’s steel-edged mousetrap. In just an hour or two a vapid milk-and-water unknown would be eligible to wear his mother’s ring and begin her new career as the Marchioness of Chesterton. 

He shivered. He only had himself to blame.

A knock sounded on the bedchamber door. It had to be the valet.

“Enter, Hawkings.” George looked at the familiar features of his valet like a man eyeing a well-used guillotine. “Is it time?”

“Yes, Your Lordship. As soon as you are dressed, Mr. Nilremnos will be waiting for you in the Library. Lord Rutledge and his sister, Lady Jane, will be waiting in the Library as well.”

Hawkings then busied himself with removing a variety of clothes from the wardrobe from which George could choose his apparel of doom.

Which garments he wore were of little matter to George. He waved his hand, indicating the selection was up to his valet’s unerring good judgment. 

All too soon, he regarded his image in the cheval mirror. Buff colored trousers sleekly outlining his muscular thighs; an azure blue tailcoat with cut-away edges freshly made by the Bon Ton’s fashionable tailor John Weston; a form-fitting waistcoat, celestial blue in color and of a particular striped pattern... George appeared to be the epitome of an English lord dressed to take a wife. 

Hawkings had even tied the fine lawn cravat in the style of the Trone d’Amor, for the occasion. 

Throne of love. For the love of God! George could not help rolling his eyes. 

Another shudder traveled up his backbone. “What about... where is... the woman?”

The valet lifted his substantial eyebrow. “Your future wife, sir? I believe Miss Newcastle is stationed in the Inner Hall next to the Chapel.”

Miss Matilda Newcastle was the only child of Ernest Newcastle, one of the founding families in Newcastle upon Tyne. What was a mystery was why, since Chesterton Manor and Blanchland, Northumberland was not too far away from Newcastle, why had George never met her? Nor had he any idea as to why she was in a hurry to marry a complete stranger. All Edward Nilremnos had told him was that Miss Newcastle had been honored by the proposal and that yes, she would be delighted to become his wife.

At the advanced age of four and twenty, Miss Newcastle was almost on the shelf. That had to have been the reason for this hasty acceptance.

By God above, was the woman... could the woman be a homely antidote? 

“Who is...” George cleared his throat. “Who is attending her?”

“The French maid, Your Lordship.” Hawkings brushed away any dust defacing the Weston tailcoat’s shoulders. “There, sir, you are complete to a shade.” 

Perhaps. However he felt the need of another drink of Scotch whisky, so he indulged himself. 

A large gulp of alcohol did not dissipate his uneasiness. He sighed. “I suppose I shall join my guests in the Library now.”

“Very good, sir. And may I venture to offer warm wishes and complete happiness for you and the new marchioness?”

For a moment, George froze. His marchioness. How... dismal that sounded. 

Then he schooled his voice to be composed. “Thank you, Hawkings. I shall give your thoughtful wishes to... to... My Lady.”

Hell and damn. 

George strode out the door and into the corridor. Unexpected sweat popped up on his forehead. Just what the hell had he gotten himself into?

* * * *
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THE LIBRARY IN GEORGE’S townhouse was not as large as the one at Chesterton Manor. Naturally. However, it was large enough to comfortably contain his two guests—his friend, Rufus Stokes, the Earl of Rutledge and his sister, Lady Jane—who both would be acting as witnesses. Plus his man of business also would be on hand. 

They would be the sum total of the viewers of this farce of a wedding... well, in addition to the parson, the harpist, and George, and of course, Miss Newcastle.

Taking the stairs down to the first floor and Library, he paused outside the dark mahogany door. For one brief moment he regretted that the numbers for the marriage ceremony would be so pitifully small. 

The Marchioness of Chesterfield remained at the Chesterfield estate in Blanchland, ignorant of what was about to take place with her eldest son. He wanted it this way. At the present moment, he could not handle her barrage of hostile questions. 

Two of his three younger brothers also resided at the Manor. Lord David and Lord Carl Dunning, twins, were the carefree age of five and twenty. The former studied for a career in law; the latter studied the local light-skirts.

Lord Frederick Dunning, the closest to him in age, had already left hearth and home to start his own family with the lovely Amanda, now Lady Frederick. 

George could not delay any longer. He opened the door into the Library.

“Heigh-ho! Here’s the man of the hour!” Rufus Stokes, Lord Rutledge, with drink in hand, jumped up from the settee and slapped George on the back. “Good to finally see you. I’ve got questions galore, by George. No pun intended.” 

Rutledge threw back his curly-haired head and laughed without restraint.

George stepped away from his friend and inclined his head as he greeted, “Lady Jane, Rutledge. My thanks for coming on such short notice.” 

Lady Jane, a delicate girl with the largest blue eyes he had ever seen, simpered a smile and then murmured, “Such a romantic occasion, Lord Chesterton.”

Romantic. Yes. George steeled himself to swallow his sarcastic comment. 

Darting his gaze about the room, he saw that his man of business was absent. “Where’s Nilremnos?”

“Looking after your intended.” Rutledge took a sip of an amber liquid and then set the crystal glass down. “By the bye, how did you pull off this marriage caper so quickly? Indeed, you and I were playing cards at White’s or was it Brooke’s Gentlemen’s Club, not a fortnight ago and I vow there was nothing of this sort in the wind.”

“So romantic,” Lady Jane repeated as she fluttered her eyelashes at George. 

Her actions were not flirtatious in any way. As long as he had known her, she never trifled with anyone. 

He cleared his throat. “Just so.” Then he signaled for Rutledge to join him at the other end of the room.

“A devilish queer business, Rutledge,” George confided in a low tone. “Hildergrant fleeced me, all right and tight it was. I was his pigeon and he plucked me. I am into him for 150,000 guineas.”

“My God, man! Can you make good on that?”

“Yes. Of course. But that was not all.” George exhaled deeply. “The bastard wants my mother’s ring. You know the one. You also know the Marchioness will never agree to give it to me... as a payment
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