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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London, 1818

         

         Thick clouds darkened to shades of gray as they rolled across the London sky. Beneath them, standing in the middle of the
            Black Swan courtyard, Raphe Matthews drew back his fist, his muscles bunching tightly together—just long enough for him to
            assess the angle and speed with which to release all that power. Instinct made it a brief calculation. Less than a second,
            and then he sent his fist flying.
         

         
         The punch snapped his opponent’s face sideways, producing a spray of spit and blood that painted the air with specks of crimson.
            A cheer erupted from those who’d come to witness the fight—a motley selection of hardened individuals. This place was not
            for the weak or the wealthy. It reeked of filth and the daily struggle to survive. This was St. Giles, but it might as well
            have been the bowels of hell for all the difference it made.
         

         
         “Come on!” someone shouted.

         
         Raphe’s other fist met a hard chest with a crunch. His knuckles ached, the force of the punch vibrating through him.
         

         
         “Matthews, Matthews, Matthews . . .” The chant shook the air while Raphe shifted his footing, regaining his balance just in
            time to accept the blows that followed. He didn’t mind, for it only revealed his opponent’s sudden desperation.
         

         
         Raising his fists to block the attack, Raphe bobbed to the side, turning away, just out of reach. And yet, he was close—so
            close he could smell the sweat on the other man’s skin, see the fear that shone in his eyes, the beads of moisture clinging
            to his hair that dripped onto his brow.
         

         
         More shouts flooded the air, drowning him in a cacophony of unintelligible noise. The wave of encouragement shifted, alerting
            him that support had changed—no longer in his favor.
         

         
         Forcing it into the background, Raphe focused on the man he was meant to beat. Today his name was Calvin Butler. Raphe launched
            himself forward, surrendering to the rage, and let the punches fly, beating back pain and anger until Calvin Butler lay stretched
            out on the ground, hands covering his face in surrender. A fleeting second of silence passed, just long enough to be sure
            of the outcome, and then the spectators sent up a roar in response to Raphe’s victory.
         

         
         Exhausted, he stumbled back, a light drizzle dampening his skin. A coat was draped over his shoulders while Butler was helped
            to his feet—a sorry sight, with his blackened eye and swollen lip distorting an otherwise handsome face.
         

         
         Turning away, Raphe pushed his way in the direction of the taproom. All he wanted right now was a drink.

         
         Fast.

         
         “Butler ain’t lookin’ too good,” Raphe’s friend, Benjamin Thompson, said as he came up beside him. A couple of inches shorter
            than Raphe, his green eyes were a handsome complement to his ginger hair and freckles. He was without a doubt the kindest
            and most dependable person Raphe knew, besides his own sisters. Together, they made their way to the bar, where Ben promptly
            called for a server. “Give us a couple o’ pints.”
         

         
         Resting his elbows on the counter, Raphe grunted his response to Ben’s question. “He knew what ‘e was in fer.”

         
         Ben nodded. The beer arrived, and both men took a healthy swig. “Ye could ‘ave been gentler, though. The man was done. No
            need to keep beatin’ at him like that.”
         

         
         Stilling, Raphe slid his gaze toward his friend. “I couldn’t ‘elp it.” The rage had burned its way through him, driving him
            forward and filling his mind with one singular purpose: The need to win. “I don’t know ‘ow to fight any other way.”
         

         
         “I know,” Ben said softly.

         
         No, you don’t. You have no bloody idea.
         

         
         In this, he’d never been completely honest, not even with Ben. “In any case, the blunt’s pretty good—lets me keep a roof over
            me sisters’ heads.”
         

         
         “Aye, an’ a decent one at that.”

         
         Raphe couldn’t argue. He’d visited Ben’s home once—an overcrowded single room that he shared with his parents and five siblings.
            By comparison, Raphe and his sisters lived like royalty. “Have ye ever thought of gettin’ out of this place? Out of St. Giles?”
         

         
         Ben shrugged his shoulders. “An’ go where?”

         
         “Somewhere better. Christ, Ben, anywhere’s better than this. Ye’re a likeable man. Ye could probably snatch up a job at one
            of ’em fancy ‘ouses in Mayfair.”
         

         
         His friend snorted. “An’ ‘ave some nob lookin’ down on me, demandin’ I polish ‘is boots—or worse, empty ‘is chamber pot? I’d
            rather stay by the docks, thank ye very much. At least there I can take some pride in me work.”
         

         
         “Understood. But the pay there’s never goin’ to afford ye with yer own home. Don’t ye wish to marry one day?”

         
         “Sure. But there’s a limit to what I’m willing to do for a bit of blunt, Raphe.” He took another sip of his beer. “I’ll not
            lose me dignity by workin’ for a class o’ people I can’t abide, nor by lowerin’ meself to doin’ demeanin’ work.”
         

         
         The words speared Raphe to his soul, filling him with shame. “I know,” he muttered with admiration. If only he could be more
            like him, not wanting anything beyond what life had tossed his way. Perhaps, if he didn’t have his sisters to consider, he
            wouldn’t care so much.
         

         
         “Ye fought well today, lad,” a man’s voice suddenly spoke from directly behind him.

         
         Bristling, Raphe set down his beer on the counter and turned to face his handler, whose attire—a purple velvet jacket and
            matching top hat—lent an air of flamboyance unmatched by anyone else. And yet, in spite of the fine clothes, there was nothing
            cultured about this man, a scoundrel who’d gained his wealth through illicit deals and by taking advantage of others. His
            origins were questionable, but rumor had it he’d killed more than once in pursuit of power. Raphe didn’t know what to believe.
            All he knew was that in spite of his own prejudices, crime in St. Giles had decreased since Carlton Guthrie’s arrival eighteen
            years earlier. Or so he’d been told.
         

         
         “Mr. Guthrie. Good to see ye.” A blatant lie, if ever there was one.

         
         Guthrie’s moustache twitched. “Likewise.” He sounded jovial, but only a fool would mistake that for kindness. Least of all
            when his henchman, a scarred boulder of a Scotsman by the name of MacNeil, stood at his right shoulder. Guthrie nodded toward
            Ben, who returned the salutation.
         

         
         “Come. Share a drink with me,” Guthrie said, addressing Raphe. “We’ve much to discuss, you ’n’ I.”

         
         “And Thompson?” Raphe asked, not wanting to abandon his friend.

         
         “I’m sure he’ll be willin’ to wait for ye till ye get back.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a gold coin and dropped
            it in front of Ben. “For yer trouble. What I ‘ave to say to Matthews ‘ere doesn’t concern ye. Understand?”
         

         
         Raphe glared at Guthrie for a moment before looking at Ben. “I’m sorry. I—”

         
         “No worries,” Ben said, pocketing the coin that would keep his family fed for the next few days. “I’ll see ye tomorrow at
            work, aye?”
         

         
         Nodding, Raphe watched him go.

         
         “Well?” Guthrie’s voice drew Raphe’s attention back to him. “‘Ow about that drink then?”

         
         Eyeing first Guthrie and then MacNeil, Raphe gave a curt nod. “By all means.”

         
         Guthrie’s eyes sparkled. “Excellent.” His lips stretched into a smile. “Follow me.” Turning away, he led Raphe through the
            taproom, where tobacco smoke mingled with the smell of roasting meat and beer. Dice rolled across one table in a game of hazard.
            A hand touched his thigh, inappropriately stroking upward until he pushed it away.
         

         
         “No’ in the mood, luv?” the woman to whom it belonged asked. She was sitting down, her legs spread across the lap of a man
            who was busily burying his face between her half-exposed breasts.
         

         
         Pitying the life she’d been dealt, he told her gently, “I’ve not the time.”

         
         “La’er then?” she called as he strode away, not answering her question. Blessedly, his sisters had managed to avoid such a
            fate.
         

         
         “‘Ave a seat,” Guthrie said moments later as they stepped inside a private room at the end of a hallway. It was sparsely furnished,
            with just a plain wooden table and four chairs. On top of the table stood a pitcher and a couple of mugs. “Some ale for me
            champion?” Guthrie asked, indicating the pitcher.
         

         
         Grabbing a chair, Raphe dropped down onto it and poured himself a drink, while Guthrie claimed the other chair with more finesse.
            “Will ye ‘ave some?” Raphe asked, indicating the same pitcher.
         

         
         Guthrie beamed. “Don’t mind if I do.” He waited for Raphe to pour before reaching for the mug and raising it. “To yer victory
            today.”
         

         
         “To me victory,” Raphe muttered, downing the bitter resentment he felt with a brew to match.

         
         “I’ve ‘igh ‘opes for ye,” Guthrie said, tapping a finger against his nose. “Unbeaten for the fifteenth time. That’s unprecedented,
            tha’ is.”
         

         
         Raphe saw the spark that lit his eyes, like the promise of treasure or some such thing. “Wha’ do ye want, Guthrie?”

         
         “So cynical, Matthews.” Guthrie’s upper lip drew back, revealing his teeth. “Must a man always want some’in? Can’t ‘e simply
            enjoy a drink wi’ an old friend?”
         

         
         Old friend?

         
         Hardly.

         
         “Not when ‘e’s got ’im by the bollocks.”

         
         Guthrie’s mouth tightened, his eyes darkening just enough to offer a glimpse of his true nature. “Is tha’ ‘ow ye see our relationship,
            laddy?”
         

         
         His demeaning tone made Raphe’s muscles flex. He glanced at MacNeil, who stood by the door, running his thumb along the edge
            of a wicked blade, and was instantly reminded of the punishment he’d suffered the one time when he’d been foolish enough to
            try and thwart Guthrie’s wishes. Shoulders tensing, Raphe returned his gaze to the man who owned him. “‘Ow else should I see
            it? I’m yer puppet, ain’t I?”
         

         
         Guthrie nodded. “Aye, but ye’re me favorite one. Which is why I’d like to offer ye a deal.”

         
         Raphe stiffened. “What sor’ of deal?”

         
         “The sor’ that could set ye free, laddy.”

         
         A tempting notion, but surely too good to be true. Still, he couldn’t help but ask. “What do ye have in mind?”

         
         Leaning forward, Guthrie placed his elbows on the table, the fingers of his right hand reaching up to stroke his chin. “Ye
            see, there’s goin’ to be an opportunity soon—a grand one, at that.”
         

         
         Raphe crossed his arms. “Ye don’t say.”

         
         The corner of Guthrie’s eye flinched. “No need to get cocky, now.” Snapping his fingers, he drew MacNeil closer. “Give the
            laddy ‘is earnin’s.” There was a pause, and then a pouch dropped onto the table with a jangling thump. “Naturally, we’ve kept our share.”
         

         
         A fat 90 percent.

         
         “Naturally,” Raphe echoed. He didn’t bother to hide his displeasure.

         
         “But . . .” Guthrie took another sip of his ale. “Word ‘as it, the Bull will be comin’ to town in a month or so.” Raphe straightened
            in his chair, while Guthrie wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, removing a line of foam. “If ye figh’ ’im and ye win,
            ye’ll be debt-free. The winnings are gonna be that huge.”
         

         
         Raphe didn’t doubt it. The Bull was, after all, the bare-knuckle boxing world champion—undefeated since beating Tobias Flannigan
            several years earlier. Since then, he’d crippled several of his opponents. The man was a legend. “I’ll do it,” Raphe said
            without blinking.
         

         
         “But if ye lose . . .”

         
         “I won’t,” Raphe assured him.

         
         “But if ye do . . .”

         
         Grabbing the pouch that still sat on the table, Raphe pocketed his money. “I know the risk, Guthrie, an’ I’m willin’ to take
            it.”
         

         
          

         It was past eleven o’clock in the evening by the time Raphe returned home, his knuckles tender and his body still sore from
            the fight. Glad to get out of the cold, he closed the door on the rain that now poured from a thunderous sky, shrugged out
            of his coat and hung it on a hook behind the door just as his sister Amelia entered from an adjoining room that served as
            a small parlor.
         

         
         “Good evenin’.” She yawned, leaning against the door frame.

         
         Squinting through the darkness, Raphe echoed her salutation. “I thought ye would be asleep by now.” Stepping past her, he
            entered their tiny kitchen and snatched up the tinder box.
         

         
         “I was,” Amelia said, following him into the chilly room.

         
         A threadbare shawl was draped across her shoulders, and as she pulled it tighter with pale and trembling fingers, Raphe felt
            his heart lurch. This wasn’t right. His sister did not deserve to live like this. None of them did.
         

         
         Pushing aside such fruitless ponderings, he found a candle, struck a flint and held it to the wick until a flame began to
            bloom, driving the darkness toward the walls where it struggled against the light.
         

         
         “If it makes any difference, Juliette’s safely tucked into bed.” Amelia said, referring to their younger sister, whose weaker
            disposition was a constant cause for unease. When Raphe lifted the lid of a nearby pot and peered inside, Amelia added, “I
            made soup for dinner.”
         

         
         “Smells delicious,” he dutifully told her.

         
         “We both know ‘ow untrue that is, bu’ I appreciate yer optimism.”

         
         Meeting her gaze, Raphe made a deliberate effort to smile. “Per’aps I can manage some meat for us tomorrow.” It would certainly
            be a welcome change from the potatoes and turnips they’d been eating for what seemed like forever. Christ, he was so tired
            of having a sore belly all the time, and his sisters . . . they never complained, but he knew they needed better nourishment
            than what they were getting.
         

         
         “That’d be nice,” Amelia said. Her tone, however, suggested that she doubted his ability to manage such a feat.

         
         Bothered by her lack of faith in him, he grabbed a chunk of bread and tore off a large piece. “A chicken ought to be possible.
            If we make it last a few days.”
         

         
         Amelia simply nodded. Grabbing a cup, she filled it with water and placed it before him. “I miss the smell of a bustlin’ kitchen.”

         
         The comment threw him for a second. “Wha’?”

         
         “Meat roastin’ on the fire, bread bakin’ in the oven.” She shook her head wistfully. “It’s funny. I can’t picture Mama, but
            I remember Cook—plump cheeks an’ a kind smile. I remember bein’ ‘appy in the kitchen back ‘ome.”
         

         
         The sentimental thought made Raphe weary. He didn’t bother to point out that she’d only been seven when they’d lost their
            parents and there’d been nothing left for Raphe to do but turn his back on the house in which they’d spent the early years
            of their childhoods and walk away, taking his siblings with him. He’d been no more than eight years old and with a mighty
            burden weighing on his shoulders. “I know this isn’t the sor’ of life that any of us ever imagined.” Feeling his temper begin
            to rise at the memory of what their parents had done to them all, he added, “Hopefully, in time, things’ll get better.”
         

         
         “I’m sure ye’re right.” Could she possibly sound any more unconvinced?

         
         He ate a spoonful of soup, the bland flavor just a touch better than plain hot water. Amelia took a step forward. “The reason
            I didn’t retire with Juliette earlier is ’cause of this letter.” She waved a piece of paper in his direction. “It arrived
            for ye today while ye were out.”
         

         
         Frowning, Raphe stared at her. “Do ye know who sent it?” He couldn’t even recall the last time he’d received a letter. Nobody
            ever wrote to him or his sisters.
         

         
         “The sender’s name’s smudged. So’s the address. It’s a miracle it arrived here at all.” Handing the letter to Raphe, she watched
            as he turned it over and studied the penmanship. Sure enough, the only legible part of the address, which even appeared to
            have been altered once or twice, was his name: Mister Raphael Matthews.
         

         
         Curious, he set down his spoon and tore open the seal.

         
         “What’s it say?” Amelia eagerly asked.

         
         Reading it slowly to ensure he understood it correctly, Raphe sucked in a breath. He looked up at his sister, blinked, then
            bowed his head and read the letter again. Silence settled. Amelia’s feet shifted, conveying her impatience. It seemed impossible,
            yet there it was—an extraordinary pronouncement staring him right in the face. Raising his gaze, he leaned back in his seat,
            the letter rustling between his fingers. “According to this . . .” He shook his head, unable to fathom the absurdity of it.
            “I’m the new Duke of Huntley.”
         

         
         The silence that followed was acute. Amelia stared at him, eyes wide with a strange blend of surprise, uncertainty and hope.
            She looked like she wanted to believe him, and yet . . . “Really?”
         

         
         “If what this says is true, then yes.”

         
         “But as far as I know, Papa ‘ad no title, so I don’t—I don’t understand.”

         
         “I know. It seems inconceivable. Preposterous. But . . .” He handed her the letter and watched while she read. “Do ye think
            it might be a hoax?”
         

         
         Amelia shook her head. “I daren’t suppose such a thing. It looks authentic enough with this seal right ‘ere and a stamp at
            the bottom.” Squinting, she read the small print that Raphe had missed in his surprise. “Mr. Rupert Etheridge, Solicitor to
            the Duke of Huntley.” Amelia drew a deep breath. Expelled it again. “Bloody hell!”
         

         
         Raphe quietly nodded. “It’s the damnedest thing, don’t ye think?” He stared up at Amelia, still trying to process the news.

         
         “Yes. It is. In fact, I wouldn’t ‘ave thought it possible at all. Not ever.”

         
         “Me neither.” Amelia handed the letter back to Raphe, He set it on the table next to his bowl of soup and jabbed it with his
            finger. “But our great grandfather was the Sixth Duke of Huntley.”
         

         
         “I’m aware of that. But when ‘e died, the title passed to our great uncle an’ split off from our side of the family.” She
            hesitated, as if trying to understand. “I thought succession ‘ad to be lineal—that it ‘ad to go from son to son. So ‘ow can
            it possibly jump to ye?”
         

         
         “That’s just it. Says ‘ere that—” leaning forward, he carefully read what had to be the most significant part, “the letters
            patent generally include a limitation pertainin’ to the heirs of the body, but in this instance it ‘as been left out. With
            this taken into consideration, we’ve looked fer the late duke’s nearest kin, and ye, Mr. Matthews, appear to be it.”
         

         
         “Ye’re it?” Amelia’s eyebrows were raised, her lips parted with dumbfounded surprise.
         

         
         “Apparently so.”

         
         “Bloody hell,” she said again as she slumped down onto another chair with a dazed expression. “I can’t believe ‘e ‘ad no sons.
            Don’t aristocrats always ‘ave an heir an’ a spare for these situations?”
         

         
         “Yes, but accordin’ to this, the Eighth Duke of Huntley’s sons perished at sea a couple o’ months ago. The shock of it was
            apparently too much for their father. It killed ’im.”
         

         
         “God.” Amelia paused for a moment before saying, “So there’s nobody else but ye to fill ‘is shoes.”

         
         “No. Only problem is, I ain’t so sure I’ll be able to manage it. It’s been fifteen years since . . .” His shoulders stiffened
            and his chest tightened. He couldn’t speak of the event that had plunged them all into destitution. Refused to do so—refused
            to open the door to the darkness.
         

         
         Thankfully, Amelia spoke, filling the silence. “Ye can ignore the letter if the thought of being a duke disagrees with ye.”

         
         “True.” He considered the ramifications of showing up at Huntley House. And then the door to the darkness creaked open, quite
            unexpectedly, and he was faced with the faith that Bethany had placed in him. She’d believed in his ability to save her. He’d
            been her older brother, and she’d looked to him for help. Except he’d failed her, and now she was dead.
         

         
         He slammed the door to the darkness and stared at Amelia. This was it. The chance to do what he wished he could have done
            for Bethany—a chance to get his surviving sisters out of St. Giles and back to the world where they belonged. “I can’t ignore
            this opportunity. I can’t deny ye the things ye deserve.” I can’t take the risk of losing you because of my own apprehensions and prejudices. “Think of it, Amelia. No more ‘ungry bellies, or worryin’ about money. No more scrapin’ to get by.”
         

         
         “No more Mr. Guthrie,” she murmured.

         
         The uplifting thought spilled through him, immediately halted by another. “Ye know, we’ll never fit in.” They’d spent too
            long amidst the lower classes—could barely recall what it meant to live in a fine house and to have servants. Fox Grove Manor,
            where they’d grown up, had not been overly large, and most of the servants had been gone at the end, but he had a vague recollection
            of tin soldiers and the sound of piano music playing while Molly dusted the china. It seemed so peculiar now, the thought
            of hiring someone to do the simplest task.
         

         
         He shook his head at the absurdity of it all and wondered if he would be capable of becoming such a person after growing accustomed
            to the working-class ways. And that was just the beginning. It did not take into account the ridicule they were bound to face
            with every misstep they made. Because if there was one thing he knew about the aristocracy, it was their cold, hard censure
            of those who didn’t belong.
         

         
         “Here at least we ‘ave friends.” He thought of what Ben had told him earlier. Of Ben, in general. He’d never understand the
            decision Raphe now considered making. Worse than that, Raphe knew in his gut that claiming the Huntley title would destroy
            that friendship—that in order for him and his sisters to stand any chance at all of making a life for themselves in Mayfair,
            they’d have to sever all ties to St. Giles.
         

         
         “True. There are surely people I’ll miss—people who’ve been kind to us over the years, like Mary-Ellen’s family an’ the ‘aroldsons.”
            She reached for Raphe’s hand and squeezed it tight. “But we also ‘ave no future ‘ere. At least none that I can see.”
         

         
         “I know. It’s me greatest regret.”

         
         “It’s not yer fault.”

         
         “No, but I ‘ave the chance to change things now.” Mind made up, he said, “I’ll claim the title an’ make things right fer both
            of ye.”
         

         
         She pressed her lips together and nodded agreement. “It’ll be an easier life than the one we ‘ave now.”

         
         Even though he knew she underestimated the task that stood before them, he didn’t argue, happy with the knowledge that his
            sisters would soon be living the lives to which they’d both been born. But the truth of it was that they faced a daunting
            struggle—one in which their pride and dignity would be tested at every turn. Steeling himself for the battle ahead, Raphe
            bid his sister a good night, aware that the dawn would bring turbulence with it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Lady Gabriella Radcliffe sat in the parlor of her family home, regarding the man who was sitting opposite her. His name was
            Simon Nugent, otherwise known as the Earl of Fielding, and more furtively referred to as the most eligible bachelor on the
            marriage mart. On either side of her sat two of Society’s most esteemed women: Gabriella’s mother, Portia, the Countess of
            Warwick, and Gabriella’s paternal aunt, Caroline, the Dowager Countess of Everly. Forced from her home by her late husband’s
            detestable nephew, she’d accepted her brother’s invitation to come and live at Warwick House two years earlier, much to Portia’s
            aggravation. For although they did their best to be cordial and polite, the two women were so opposite that they collided
            at almost every opportunity.
         

         
         “How often do you hunt?” Gabriella’s mother inquired of Fielding. Reaching forward, she picked up the plate of biscuits that
            sat on the table and offered it to him.
         

         
         He declined with a subtle hand gesture, then simply said, “I do not.”

         
         Gabriella’s aunt shifted in her seat. The sofa was not very wide, which made Gabriella wonder why they had to sit in such
            a silly way, like three judges quizzing a plaintiff. Stopping a chuckle that threatened to rise up her throat, she made a
            choking sound and was rewarded with an elbow in the ribs by her mother.
         

         
         “I thought all gentlemen hunted,” Aunt Caroline remarked.

         
         Brushing something invisible from his knee, Fielding shook his head. “It’s a dirty business. I much prefer fishing when I’m
            in the country.”
         

         
         Gabriella quietly sipped her tea, her concentration fixed on holding the cup correctly. Crook this finger and point the other. “Perhaps we can do it together sometime?”
         

         
         “What? Fish?” Raising an eyebrow, Fielding looked at her incredulously.

         
         “You’re slouching,” her mother whispered.

         
         Straightening her back, Gabriella silently cursed the day her sister had gone away. Victoria should have been the one sitting
            here right now. Marrying well had been her destiny. Heck, she’d been courted by a marquess—a very determined one at that. Everyone had been thrilled by it. Until she’d
            thrown it all away in favor of something that no one approved of and forced all attention on Gabriella—the awkward one who
            wasn’t expected to do better than marry someone desperate enough to overlook her flaws.
         

         
         What a depressing thought.
         

         
         Another jab in the ribs made Gabriella flinch. She quickly nodded, realizing that she’d abandoned the conversation and that
            everyone was staring at her. “I—”
         

         
         “She jests,” her mother cut in.

         
         “I don’t believe she does,” Aunt Caroline said.

         
         Fielding looked from one to the other before pinning Gabriella with a most serious expression. “You are a refined woman, Lady
            Gabriella. Fishing—well, it’s rather a chore, in a way—work that you ought not be engaging in. And then of course there are
            all the insects to consider.”
         

         
         “I actually rather like them,” Gabriella confessed. She’d found a bit of loose trim on her gown and couldn’t quite stop herself
            from picking at it.
         

         
         Fielding tilted his head. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “Insects,” Gabriella clarified. “I find them rather intriguing.”

         
         “She has a collection,” Aunt Caroline said.

         
         “Perhaps you would care to see it one day?” Gabriella suggested. “The spiders are especial—”

         
         “She says such silly things, my lord,” her mother interrupted with a nervous chuckling sound. “Gabriella does not engage in
            such . . . such . . .” she waved her hands about as though hoping to catch the appropriate word, “wild activity.”
         

         
         “I’m relieved to hear it,” Fielding murmured, looking not the least bit convinced as he eyed Gabriella with censorious aloofness.
            He hesitated a moment as though reflecting on something, and then his eyes suddenly widened. “Was it you who once defended
            a bumblebee?”
         

         
         “A childish lapse in judgment that you mustn’t hold against her,” Gabriella’s mother hastened to say before Gabriella could
            respond. “She’s completely transformed now. And her dowry is rather impressive. One mustn’t forget about that.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Fielding said, allowing a smile. He seemed to relax a bit before saying, “Still, I would suggest that you give
            up on fishing and entomology. Neither is a very ladylike hobby.”
         

         
         “Indeed,” Lady Everly said dryly, “God forbid she gets bit by a mosquito.”

         
         Although Fielding’s comment grated, Gabriella had to force back a chuckle. On her other side, she could feel her mother’s
            disapproval of her sister-in-law’s sarcastic sense of humor radiating off of her.
         

         
         “An unsightly blemish that you would do well to avoid,” Fielding remarked.

         
         “Oh, indeed,” Gabriella’s mother breathed with unfeigned appreciation of the man’s insightfulness. “Perhaps admiring nature
            from a respectable distance would be best.”
         

         
         Gabriella bit her lip, fighting the urge to argue, since doing so would be considered highly disagreeable. After all, men do not care for confrontational women, as her mother had so often told her. To her left, she distinctly heard her aunt say, “Oh, for heaven’s sake. It’s not as
            though she’s asking to ride in the races.”
         

         
         Fielding paled, his bone-china cup clattering against its saucer to further convey his shock. “I should hope not!”

         
         Gabriella winced, a little embarrassed by her aunt’s outspokenness, even though it was one of the traits Gabriella admired
            most about her.
         

         
         “Please forgive my sister-in-law,” Gabriella’s mother grit out. “She has the uncanny ability to say the most nonsensical things.”

         
         Though her aunt did not respond, Gabriella could sense her annoyance, as though it were a ball of heat expanding beside her,
            just waiting to explode. Gabriella would never have the courage to tell Fielding he was wrong about something, or to thwart
            his wishes herself. To do so would go against her parents’ wishes and the duty that weighed on her shoulders since Victoria’s
            scandalous departure from Society. And since Gabriella had had the fortune of attracting Fielding’s attention—albeit with the help of her dowry—she would try not to do anything to
            upset the delicate balance of their courtship, lest she ruin everything by sending him running in the opposite direction.
         

         
         So, rather than adding fuel to the proverbial fire, she prayed for the mood in the parlor to change for the better, while
            keeping her mouth firmly shut. She turned her attention to admiring Fielding’s attire instead—a gold waistcoat, embroidered
            with pale blue flowers beneath a navy blue jacket. He was celebrated by the Mayfair Chronicle as the most fashionable man in London. She briefly wondered how much of his time he must spend with his tailor, valet, and
            mirror.
         

         
         “Gabriella!”

         
         Gabriella blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “Pay attention,” her mother hissed in her ear.

         
         “I was just complimenting your beauty.” Fielding spoke gently, his voice no doubt capable of capturing any number of hearts.
            “May I say that you look particularly pretty today?” With his hands elegantly folded upon his lap, back straight and feet
            precisely placed at just the right angles, he sat as he always did—as though he were posing for a portrait. “The rose-colored
            hue of your gown agrees with your fair complexion in a very pleasing way.”
         

         
         Dipping her head, Gabriella responded with a discreet smile that she hoped would reflect her pleasure without distorting her
            features. As her mother always said, one must not smile with exaggeration. Teeth are for eating, not for displaying.
         

         
         “You are too kind, my lord,” Gabriella murmured.

         
         “Not at all.” Carefully, he picked up his teacup, took a sip and returned it to its saucer. The biscuits on the plate in the
            center of the table remained untouched. Fielding would not eat in front of any of them, and because he wouldn’t, neither would
            they. He glanced toward the window before looking back at her. “It is a pleasant day today.”
         

         
         Gabriella nodded. “Did you walk here, or ride?”

         
         “I drove my curricle.” He paused for a second as if considering something. “Perhaps you would like to try it? We could take
            it for a drive in the park. With your mother’s permission, of course.”
         

         
         “What a generous offer,” Gabriella’s mother said. “I see no reason why you cannot go.”

         
         Setting down her teacup, Lady Everly said, “It will be your first public appearance together, will it not?” Her aunt’s implication
            was clear. She meant to caution Gabriella that if she accepted this offer, people would see her with Fielding, thus making
            their courtship official.
         

         
         Gabriella hesitated, torn between duty and her lukewarm feelings for the man her parents had selected for her. Was marrying
            Fielding what she truly wanted? No. It wasn’t. Not in the least. But with the scandal of Victoria first ending her engagement
            to the Marquess of Bellmore and then marrying into the working class still looming, Gabriella was keenly aware that her family
            depended on her to save them. And besides, there was no one else whom she liked better than Fielding. Whether she married
            him or one of the other earls or viscounts who’d shown an interest made little difference. In the grander scheme of things,
            he was better than nothing, she supposed.
         

         
         And she certainly had no illusions about marrying for love. It simply wasn’t the way of her world—a world in which all that
            really mattered was one’s reputation, fortune and pedigree. So rather than decline, as her aunt no doubt hoped she would since
            she couldn’t abide Fielding herself, Gabriella chose to please her parents instead by saying, “Certainly, my lord. I think
            I should like that a great deal.” At any rate, it would give them something to do beyond drinking tea and discussing trivialities.
            “Allow me to fetch my bonnet and shawl.”
         

         
         As she rose, so did he. Offering her his hand, he guided her carefully around the furniture, releasing her when no more obstacles
            stood in her path. “I would recommend a blue one,” he said as they bid her family adieu and exited the parlor.
         

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “The shawl,” he said. “A blue one will match your eyes, as well as my jacket.”

         
         “Of course.” Thankfully, she managed a smile—one that hid her inclination to hit him.

         
         They set out ten minutes later at an easy trot, the horse’s hooves clopping against the cobbled street while their tails swayed
            happily from side to side in perfect synchrony. Hesitantly, Gabriella cast a look in Fielding’s direction. Too often, his
            pomposity detracted from his physical appearance, which was, Gabriella decided, quite pleasing to the eye. Oh, her aunt spoke
            of some great passion and how important it was for Gabriella to find that in order to be truly happy, but she disagreed. Right
            now she was only concerned with convincing him to let her continue with her entomology.
         

         
         Biting her lip, she considered the task. Perhaps they could live apart? What a pleasant thought. She could spend her days
            cataloguing butterflies and playing with their children. She instinctively cringed at the idea of how such children might
            be produced, but she supposed she would simply endure the ordeal with eyes closed and good cheer while pondering . . . something
            else. But to fantasize about making a love match . . . well, she was not disillusioned enough to allow such fanciful ideas
            to distract her from her duty.
         

         
         Determined to earn his good favor, lest his thoughts still lingered on her less agreeable attributes, Gabriella indicated
            his horses with a wave of her hand. “They are a magnificent pair,” she remarked as Fielding navigated his way along Piccadilly
            to where Hyde Park began.
         

         
         “Thank you,” he said, sounding genuinely pleased. “As you know, I take my horses quite seriously. When I saw these two beauties
            at Tattersall’s last week, I simply knew I had to have them. Quite a blow to the Earl of Bromwell, who was eager to buy them
            as well.”
         

         
         “Perhaps you will allow him to borrow them one day?”

         
         Fielding turned then, the shock on his face conveying his astonishment, and perhaps his outrage too, at what she’d just suggested.
            “I think not.” Returning his attention to the reins, he added, “I am not the sort of man who enjoys sharing.”
         

         
         Gripping the seat iron at her side, Gabriella did her best to hide her emotions. She knew he was both competitive and possessive,
            that he loved nothing better than winning—it was what he lived for, the knowledge that he outdid all others in every pursuit
            that interested him. Which was why he always bought the year’s most fashionable carriages, the best bred horses and the latest
            innovations, including a private rail and locomotive for his country estate. It also explained his reason for coming to call
            on her in the first place.
         

         
         Glancing aside as they entered the park, the cool May air infused with warm rays of sunshine blushing her cheeks, she knew
            the attention she’d garnered after her father had added Victoria’s dowry to her own was the only thing that had piqued Fielding’s
            interest. He wanted her fortune, she sensed, just as he’d wanted the horses last week, and just as he’d want another silk
            waistcoat tomorrow.
         

         
         But, she reflected, she ought not complain. After all, she would be gaining a countess’s title and would live a life of comfort.
            Her parents would be pleased, and the whole of Society would be impressed, while she would have her children and her insects.
            She glanced at Fielding once more. Perhaps she ought to make her continued practice of entomology a prerequisite for marriage.
            Yes, that was the answer. She’d speak to her father and make the request and then cross her fingers and toes in the hope that
            he wouldn’t deny her.
         

         
         “Ah, look,” Fielding said, the horses slowing to a gentle walk. “Here come the Marquess and Marchioness of Wilmington.” He
            tipped his hat while Gabriella waved, their curricle passing the Wilmington phaeton as it rolled in the opposite direction.
         

         
         She was keenly aware that Fielding had refrained from mentioning Lord Wilmington’s friend, the notorious Mr. Lowell, who’d
            also been present in the carriage—a wealthy club owner whose fondness for opera singers, ballerinas and other men’s unhappy
            wives, if the rumors were to be believed, had labeled him something of a lothario.
         

         
         But Gabriella knew that it was more than that alone—that it was Lowell’s constant criticism of the nobility that grated on
            Fielding’s nerves. As if to underscore this thought, he suddenly said, “I cannot abide that man. He completely lacks the elegance
            and poise that sets our class apart from the rest.” There was no doubt to whom he was referring, for she’d heard him say it
            before. “The aristocracy can only survive if we keep ourselves raised above the masses. All will be lost once we dip our toes
            into the pool of commonality, and frankly, there is nothing more common than Mr. Lowell, if you ask me. If you knew of the
            places he is said to frequent—” Fielding shuddered. “He is without a doubt bad company, my lady. That is an unavoidable fact.”
         

         
         She would not argue.

         
         “Your mother has invited me to join her book club,” she said instead, deliberately changing the subject. “I received a letter
            from her yesterday afternoon.”
         

         
         “She likes you a great deal, you know, which is something of an accomplishment on your part.” He glanced at her briefly before
            turning the curricle onto a tree-lined path. “Mama detests silly girls, and I quite agree with her. Most of the debutantes
            these days are far too bold and—daring.”
         

         
         “But I am not,” Gabriella found herself saying as they passed a trio of young ladies who were out enjoying a stroll. She recognized
            all of them, and so she waved. They returned the gesture with disingenuous politeness.
         

         
         “Heavens no. You, my lady, are the very picture of propriety.”

         
         The remark almost made Gabriella laugh. If he only knew how boisterous and carefree she’d been until a year ago when her parents
            had realized that everything depended on her ability to comport herself. She’d been pulled and squeezed ever since until she’d finally fit the box they intended for her.
         

         
         “You would never say something untoward or do anything scandalous,” he added, her bumblebee rescue completely forgotten. “Your
            perfect upbringing would simply disallow it. Indeed, your code of conduct is, in my experience, so thoroughly ingrained in
            you that it would be impossible for anyone to find fault with your character.”
         

         
         Gabriella stared at him. Fielding was describing the sort of lady she’d been trying to be since making her debut one month
            earlier—the attributes that her mother had assured her would secure an ideal husband—even though it was always forced. Now
            it was making her feel horribly dull and uninteresting too. She couldn’t help herself from sighing. “My sister, Victoria,
            is very different.”
         

         
         “Yes,” he agreed, his tone significantly tighter than before. “I would advise you not to speak of her if you can avoid doing
            so since distancing yourself from the scandal she caused last year should be your greatest priority.”
         

         
         “I suppose so,” Gabriella agreed. She regretted bringing it up.

         
         “Not to worry though. Keeping my company ought to be of great advantage to you, and once we marry, your sister’s mistakes
            will simply fade into the background. You shall see, my lady. As the Countess of Fielding, people’s eagerness to earn your
            favor will make them forget what happened.”
         

         
         Gabriella cringed at the superficiality with which Fielding described their peers. As for her sister . . . she still had a
            hard time coming to terms with her hasty decision to marry, and her sudden departure from England. The wedding had taken place
            by special license, so swiftly that Gabriella had not found out about it until it was over. Which could only mean one thing.
            Couldn’t it?

         
         An awful report in the Mayfair Chronicle, describing the broken engagement with Bellmore and Victoria’s apparent elopement with Mr. Connolly, an ironworks owner from
            New York, had followed. In response to which Gabriella’s mother and father had sat Gabriella down and told her of her duty
            and how she alone would have to save them from ruin.
         

         
         A year of unrelenting tutoring had followed, for it was no family secret that Gabriella was the difficult child on whom little
            hope had been placed before. It had been awful, but she had also understood her parents’ despair. Losing Victoria to such
            a fate had been both surprising and devastating, though Gabriella supposed that the choice her sister had made to marry for
            love was something to be admired. In fact, she knew that she ought to be happy for Victoria, yet, she simply couldn’t help
            resenting her for not confiding her feelings for Connolly in her. After all, they’d always been close, the two-year age difference
            between them completely insignificant.
         

         
         Just a note. That was all that Victoria had left her in parting. And that had been almost a year ago. She’d yet to receive
            a letter with news of her life in America.
         

         
         Disliking the mood their subject of conversation had brought on, Gabriella said, “I don’t believe I have commented on your
            gloves yet, my lord. I must confess that I find that shade of brown extremely fetching. Your taste in clothes as a whole is
            quite impeccable.”
         

         
         He immediately rewarded her compliment with a pleasant smile that almost reached his eyes. She did not love him and she did
            not think that he would ever love her, but that didn’t really matter, did it? In the end they would both be perfectly content,
            and with her sister in mind, Gabriella was determined not to stray from her obligations, even though the thought of praising
            her husband’s ego until the day one of them expired did seem rather taxing.
         

         
         No. She would definitely have to arrange for them to live apart. Perhaps that ought to be stipulated as well? She would have
            her children, her insects and perhaps a dog—a small one that could curl up in her lap—while Fielding would have his horses
            and her dowry and the heir he needed while avoiding the trials and tribulations that invariably came with marriage. Really,
            the suggestion would no doubt thrill him. He could remain in town while she enjoyed the country. It was the perfect solution,
            though one that probably ought to be discussed during a later visit when she’d had a little more time to consider the correct
            way in which to broach the topic.
         

         
         But considering what she knew of Fielding and his keen determination to get his hands on her hundred thousand pounds, she
            was fairly confident that he would agree to a great many concessions.
         

         
         With this in mind and her spirits greatly lifted, she spoke with her soon-to-be fiancé about the people they saw and the beautiful
            weather—inane topics, but pleasantly safe. And although she disagreed with him on several points, she refrained from voicing
            her opinion, since she knew that it wouldn’t matter one way or another. Indeed, it would serve no purpose at all, other than
            to irritate him, which was the last thing she wanted now that she sought his compliance.
         

         
         By the time they returned to St. James Street, where her home was located, she’d learned nothing new about him, and he’d learned
            nothing new about her. Which meant that all was as expected—their courtship nothing more than a practical arrangement for
            both parties.
         

         
         But as they neared Warwick House, they saw that a carriage—indeed, a common hackney—had pulled to a stop in front of the neighboring
            house where the late Duke of Huntley had resided until his sudden demise two months earlier. Rumor had it that he had not
            been able to bear the loss of his sons, who’d died just a couple of weeks prior to him in a tragic boating accident. Since
            then, there had been much speculation about the continuation of the Huntley title, for the duke had been an only child, and
            his sons had not yet married.
         

         
         As the curricle came to a halt, Gabriella considered the hackney now blocking the street and delaying their progress. She
            couldn’t help but frown. More so when she saw two girls descending from it with hops and bounces, almost stumbling to the
            ground in a most inelegant fashion. Clearly, they were not accustomed to anything other than walking. And their clothes . . .
            well, they looked as though they belonged to street urchins.
         

         
         “Are they not aware that the servants’ entrance is at the back?” Fielding asked, his harsh tone startling Gabriella out of
            her own ponderings.
         

         
         “Apparently not,” she said as she watched the girls, who appeared to be older than she’d initially thought—around her own
            age, it seemed. They certainly looked like servants, with their rumpled attire taken into account, but why on earth were they
            there? Pierson, the Huntley butler, did not have reason to hire more staff. Unless . . . The door to Huntley House swung open and a footman strode out, approaching the girls without pause. Gasping, Gabriella placed
            her hand on Fielding’s arm. “Do you suppose that an heir has been found?”
         

         
         “I don’t know. Perhaps—”

         
         His words were cut short by the thud of a bag being tossed from the carriage. A man’s head appeared next, his profile drawing attention to his unshaven jaw and
            the stray locks of dark hair falling against his brow. Gabriella stared as he leapt from the carriage, straightened himself
            to an astonishing height and stepped onto the pavement, where he extended his hand to the footman, who paused for an uncomfortable
            moment before awkwardly accepting the gesture.
         

         
         Another figure began to descend from the carriage. “How odd,” Gabriella remarked as she recognized Pierson. “Don’t butlers
            usually conduct interviews at the house?”
         

         
         “Mine does,” Fielding said. “Fetching the servants himself, by common hack, seems highly irregular.”

         
         The scruffy-looking fellow suddenly turned toward the driver. “That’ll be all,” he called, his voice carrying the uncultured
            tone of someone who had no business standing on the pavement of St. James Street in the middle of Mayfair.
         

         
         “Most irregular indeed,” Fielding murmured.

         
         Gabriella had to agree. She watched with growing curiosity as the footman struggled to pick up the bag that had been dropped
            from the carriage earlier, while its owner seemed quite unwilling to part with it. A strange tug-of-war ensued with Pierson
            looking on in exasperation.
         

         
         “Forgive me, my lady,” Fielding said as he tied the reins securely to the front rail of the curricle, “but this situation
            demands some clarification. Just give me a moment. I will be right back.” And then he was gone, leaving Gabriella to watch
            as he approached the group, his affected tone halting all action with impressive efficiency.
         

         
         Ignoring the tableau was not an option. Not when she found her curiosity piqued for the first time in as long as she could
            remember. Annoyingly, she couldn’t hear the exchange that was now taking place several yards away, save for the occasional
            word.
         

         
         But, at least she could see the expressions of the would-be servants and Pierson as they faced Fielding—a distraction that
            allowed the footman to take control of the bag and go back inside the house. As far as Gabriella could tell, none of the newcomers
            appeared to be the least bit bothered by Fielding’s arrival, though Pierson did seem uncharacteristically flustered. Curiously,
            it looked as though he didn’t know how to respond to the argument that was presently brewing between the scruffy-looking man
            and Fielding. And they were arguing. Or at least the man was. Indeed, he’d pushed the girls behind him and stepped toward Fielding, confronting him with
            his much larger size while Pierson stood to one side with a perplexed look on his face.
         

         
         Which was when Gabriella decided that she simply had to interfere. Clearly, the servant lacked manners, while Fielding would likely get himself hurt.
         

         
         So she hoisted herself down, smoothed her skirts so she looked presentable, pasted her practiced Society smile on her face
            and strolled forward, realizing belatedly that she’d made a tactical error as soon as she met the gaze of the man with whom
            Fielding was quarrelling. He must have sensed her approach, for his eyes flicked to hers with unashamed interest.
         

         
         A second passed, but it was enough—enough for Gabriella’s footsteps to falter beneath the perusal of those dark, unyielding
            eyes. His appearance was rough and rugged, his hair a mass of stray locks just begging to be tamed, while his mouth . . .
            Gabriella swallowed, determined not to let her momentary slip in composure show. He was not of her social class, and yet,
            with one look, he’d sent heat rushing to her cheeks. It was a reaction unlike any she’d ever experienced before. And in that
            moment, she hated how weak and susceptible she was to the pleasure of this man’s forthright admiration. For it was surely
            this sort of feeling that had led her sister astray.
         

         
         His mouth curved with the sort of confidence that could only be owned by those who cared very little about the opinion of
            others. And as he turned back to Fielding, Gabriella realized that the man had assessed her, found her wanting and promptly
            dismissed her. “Ye’re all the same,” he said to Fielding. “Makin’ assumptions.”
         

         
         Pierson sputtered as if in protest. “You—”

         
         “I beg your pardon, sir,” Fielding said, “but are you telling me that you are not hired help?” He punctuated the question with a glare that made Gabriella cringe.
         

         
         “My lord,” Pierson managed as though choking on bread crumbs. “This is—”

         
         “Nobody of consequence,” the man finished.

         
         Fielding held his ground. “Have some respect, man. Pierson is a butler, above you in every conceivable way and hardly deserving
            of being interrupted by the likes of you.”
         

         
         “Is that so?” The scruffy man asked as he took a step closer.

         
         “My apologies,” Gabriella said, deciding to act before the man, whoever he might be, decided that this piece of pavement was
            somehow worth fighting over. “My friend here merely wished to discover if the next Duke of Huntley has been found, since it
            does appear as though Pierson is hiring new servants. We could think of no other reason and were simply curious to know who
            he might be and when we might have a chance of making his acquaintance.”
         

         
         She’d caught his attention again, and not without some degree of discomfort. She was a lady, after all, and Fielding was an
            earl. How could this man possibly find them wanting? And yet, the evidence that he did was plain to see in his critical expression.
         

         
         For the longest moment, the man simply stood there staring at her while the two young girls—women, really—peeked out from
            behind him with narrowed eyes. Dressed in a plain white shirt, brown trousers and a jacket to match, he wore no hat, waistcoat,
            or cravat. Gabriella watched in fascination as he swallowed, the movement so subtle and yet so utterly perfect.
         

         
         “Madam?”

         
         Her eyes shot to his, the indignation of realizing that her perusal had been observed flipping her stomach inside out and
            setting her off balance. The feeling was swiftly followed by no small degree of irritation. “My lady, if you please,” she told him tartly. Tipping her nose up a little, she did her best to feign unaffected aloofness.
         

         
         To her consternation, he reached out, snatched up her hand and bowed over it, brushing her glove with his lips. And yet, in
            spite of the barrier between them, she felt the heat of that kiss all the way to the depth of her soul. Ridiculous. She straightened her back and prepared to give the presumptuous man a piece of her mind just as Fielding jumped in, pushing
            the man away from her while Pierson made an odd sound of protest.
         

         
         “How dare you take such liberties?” Fielding demanded.

         
         The other man raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware that I was doin’ any such thing.” And then he shrugged before turning about
            and addressing Pierson and his two companions, who stood wide-eyed and gaping. “Shall we go inside then?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Pierson exclaimed, already leading the way up the front steps while the three raggedly clad individuals paraded after
            him.
         

         
         “Well. I never,” Fielding muttered, looking rather as if he might stomp his foot in protest at any moment.

         
         Gabriella paid him no mind. She watched until the front door of Huntley House closed behind them, more curious than ever about
            what had just transpired.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         When Raphe woke the morning after arriving at Huntley House, the first thing he noticed was how comfortable he felt, his body
            completely relaxed in a liquid state of bliss made possible by the luxurious mattress on which he lay. And the delicious beef
            stew he’d had for dinner. That alone had been worth coming here for. Stretching his body, he opened his eyes and looked up,
            admiring the velvet canopy of the four-poster bed he presently occupied. It was his now: the bed, whatever furniture stood
            beyond it, the other rooms, the house itself . . .
         

         
         What a peculiar thought!

         
         He sat up and glanced about, his eyes shifting from the marble-topped bedside table to a footstool upholstered in a very expensive-looking
            fabric, to a crystal vase filled with porcelain flowers. He blinked. Why the hell would anyone want porcelain flowers? An absurd extravagance, to be sure.
         

         
         Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, Raphe stood up and crossed to the wardrobe. It squeaked open to reveal the few
            clothes he’d brought with him, all neatly hanging to one side. He straightened himself and selected a clean shirt and a pair
            of fresh trousers. Not the fashionable look expected from a duke, but it would have to do for now, as there was nothing else
            available.
         

         
         A knock sounded, and before he could utter a word, the bedroom door swung open and his valet marched in. Raphe had forgotten
            about him. “Good morning, Your Grace. I trust you slept well?” the man asked.
         

         
         “Err . . .” Raphe scratched his head. Christ, he sounded daft. Not to mention that he was naked—a fact that didn’t appear
            to faze his valet in the least. Raphe stepped behind the still open wardrobe door and put on his trousers. “What’s yer name
            again?”
         

         
         “Humphreys, Your Grace. Max Humphreys.” Raphe pulled the shirt he’d selected over his head. “Right. Well I shan’t be needin’
            ye, Humphreys. Now, if ye don’t mind . . .”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “I’ve been dressin’ meself since I was a lad, Humphreys. T’would be bloody strange to let another man manage it fer me now.”

         
         Humphreys stared at him for a fraction of a second as though he were some rare artifact one might discover on an anthropological
            dig. “Of course.” He didn’t budge.
         

         
         Running both hands through his hair, Raphe let out a strenuous sigh. It wasn’t Humphreys’s fault that his new master was undeserving
            of his title—that he’d likely embarrass the Huntley name and everyone associated with it. It wasn’t his fault that Raphe felt
            more comfortable talking to washerwomen and laborers than with ladies and gentlemen.
         

         
         The unbidden image of pale blue eyes framed by long dark lashes floated to the front of his mind. She’d been stunning, the
            lady he’d met on the street outside his new home yesterday, even if she had tipped her arrogant nose at him. But she hadn’t
            been quite as insufferable as her friend, whom Raphe had been sorely tempted to punch.
         

         
         Instead, he’d enjoyed the sport of unsettling the lady, which in turn had riled the gentleman most effectively. He could still
            envision her creamy skin and her golden curls—the flushed lips that had somehow reminded him of the strawberries he’d once
            enjoyed as a child. Best of all, they’d had no idea who he was. That bit made him laugh.
         

         
         “Your Grace?”

         
         Collecting himself, Raphe focused his eyes on Humphreys, who still hadn’t moved. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude to ye
            just now. All of this—it’s still quite fresh, an’ . . .”
         

         
         “Frustrating?” Humphreys prompted when Raphe failed to finish his sentence.

         
         “Quite.”

         
         A pause followed. Humphreys gave a curt nod. “If that will be all, Your Grace, I would like to ask your secretary to make
            arrangements for a tailor to be brought round, along with a seamstress for your sisters.”
         

         
         “Speakin’ of which,” Raphe said as he slid his foot inside one of the woolen socks that Amelia had knitted, “Have ye seen
            them yet today?”
         

         
         “No, Your Grace, but—”

         
         “Do me a favor an stop callin’ me that. Me name’s Raphe. Matthews if ye prefer to be more formal.”

         
         “I . . . I’m afraid I cannot call you that, Your Grace. It wouldn’t be seemly.” He averted his gaze and Raphe decided to drop
            the issue since the man was looking horribly uncomfortable. “As for your sisters, I do believe they are presently having their
            breakfast in the dining room.”
         

         
         “Well then,” Raphe said as he put on the other sock and his shoes, “Ye’d better lead me to ’em.” He was eager to see them
            both, to talk to them about the drastic change in their lifestyle and to hear their impressions. He also wanted to get on
            with the day, mostly because he was bothered by the way in which he’d left things with Guthrie. In order to have a clear conscience,
            he would have to ensure that the one hundred and fifty pounds he still owed the man on account of his father’s poor judgment
            was paid off as soon as possible—with an additional sum to compensate for walking away from the deal they’d struck regarding
            the fight. It was imperative that Guthrie found the amount large enough to forgive him the slight.
         

         
          

         “Are you quite certain that it is wise of us to come here at this hour?” Gabriella asked her mother as they made their way
            up the front steps of Huntley House together with Gabriella’s aunt. “According to Anna,” she added, in reference to her maid,
            “the duke only just arrived yesterday. Should we not allow him more time in which to get settled before requesting he see
            us?”
         

         
         “Nonsense, Gabriella. He will know to expect callers, and as his neighbor, I should like to see him first.”

         
         “What your
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