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            Chapter One

         
         
            February 1894

            St. James’s Square, London

         

         William Hart, Duke of Ashmore, was a practical man. He had no time for fancies and didn’t believe in impossibilities. Give
            him facts and figures. Give him what he could see and touch and measure.
         

         
         Over the previous two years, the duties of a dukedom and the death of his mother had entirely worn away the impulsive young
            man he’d once been.
         

         
         Or so he’d believed. Tonight, rogue impulses rang in his mind.

         
         Walk away. Choose better.

         
         He looked out into the London night and then at his companion across the expanse of his carriage, musing over two options.
            Practical Will urged him to have the coachman turn around and return the lady to her residence and face the consequences of
            that choice. But some flickering remnant of Reckless Will made him want to fling open the carriage door, jump from the moving
            vehicle, and escape into the night.
         

         
         He let the idea play out in his mind and imagined the mention in scandal rags.

         
         In the long Ashmore tradition of doing asinine things . . .

         
         No one would be surprised to see the Ashmore name on those pages again. His father had given them plenty to print, and London
            society had expected Will to take on the old roué’s debauchery the moment he’d inherited the title.
         

         
         Gossipmongers still watched him at social events, waiting for him to spark a scandal.

         
         Will was determined to defy them all.

         
         His father had been a man of destruction, breaking vows and betraying trust every day of his life. Indulgence, excess, impulse—those had been his bywords.
         

         
         So Will devoted himself to putting things right. It had become his constant endeavor—uncovering his father’s dishonesty, making
            amends, offering recompense to those the old devil had duped and swindled.
         

         
         All he wanted from London society was for the Ashmore name to stay off their tongues. Which meant jumping out of the carriage
            was out of the question.
         

         
         But that still left him on the eve of a battle he neither desired nor knew how to win. His jaw ached from how tightly every
            muscle in his body had coiled during the quarter-hour crawl through London’s thick fog.
         

         
         The skirmish was coming. He just didn’t know when.

         
         He drew in a breath to break the silence that had dragged on too long.

         
         Lady Davina Desmond finally came alive, bristling before he could speak. “We shall put in an appearance and be on our way,”
            she said in an arctic tone.
         

         
         “As you wish.”

         
         An odd sound came then, a huff of utter disdain. Then she finally turned to him, shoulders ramrod straight, her face an emotionless
            mask. She was the consummate well-bred noblewoman.
         

         
         It was, after all, why he’d agreed to their engagement.

         
         “This invitation was accepted weeks ago,” she said while staring his way but not truly meeting his gaze. For all he knew,
            she was staring at the blue velvet upholstery behind his head. “It wouldn’t do to decline the Countess of Trenmere.” This
            pronouncement came with a vicious tug at the elbow of each of her gloves.
         

         
         In every word and movement, the lady telegraphed fury.

         
         “We should do our duty, of course.” It was the goal he set himself each day.

         
         “Duty?” she scoffed.

         
         He frowned.

         
         Duty was what had led them both to an engagement brokered by her father, a meeting in which they both agreed that their marriage would be sensible. Nothing as fanciful as infatuation. That nonsense never lasted. Their bargain was better. An arrangement that benefited both parties in the most practical of ways. 

         
         The equation was simple. He had a title; her father offered an enviable dowry. And at the time, his dukedom had needed funds.
            Desperately. Now the Ashmore coffers were healthier. His sisters could finally feel a bit more secure, socially and financially.
            He’d been able to recoup much of what their father had squandered via investments.
         

         
         His engagement was not as necessary as it had once seemed, which allowed him to notice one very relevant fact. His fiancée
            loathed him. Perhaps it was that he was too joyless, as she’d once accused, or didn’t enjoy parties as she did. Or maybe his
            own need had blinded him to her reticence about the match from the start, despite her family’s glee over matching their daughter
            with a duke.
         

         
         He didn’t miss the irony of Lady Davina hating him now for the very propriety that had persuaded him to marry her in the first
            place.
         

         
         “There are matters more important than duty, Ashmore.”

         
         “Such as?” He was baiting her but couldn’t help himself. He preferred plain speaking, and she’d been prevaricating for days.

         
         “Family,” she said emphatically, then notched up her chin.

         
         “Family is a duty, Davina. Perhaps the most important of all.”
         

         
         “You can’t believe that. Not after what you’ve done to mine.”

         
         Will let out a sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Your uncle bears that responsibility.” The man had swindled a circle
            of friends, bilking each nobleman out of sums approaching a thousand pounds. Enough to leave at least two of them paupers.
            Will had uncovered the man’s malfeasance while investigating his own father’s crimes. He’d never told a soul, but he had confronted
            Davina’s uncle—both as a warning and to discover the extent of his father’s involvement. For whatever reason, the man had
            confessed the whole sordid business to the entire Desmond clan.
         

         
         “Your father started the scheme,” she hissed at him.
         

         
         “With your uncle. They were equal partners.”

         
         “And would you have ruined your own father too?”

         
         “Gladly.” He sometimes dreamed of turning back time and uncovering his father’s misdeeds before his death. How he would have
            relished seeing the man face some kind of justice for the damage he’d done to their family and the dukedom.
         

         
         “My goodness, you are cruel.”

         
         Perhaps he was. He’d been told as much before. He found it hard to forgive those who hurt others for sport, and impossible
            to overlook harm done to his family. “My only wish is to do what’s right.”
         

         
         She let out a bitter chuckle. “Ah, yes, the oh so very proper son of the devil duke.”

         
         Will clenched his teeth and tasted blood. Any mention of his father dredged up an endless well of anger inside of him.

         
         “He’s not the duke anymore. And it falls to me to restore my family’s reputation.”

         
         Davina remained freakishly still, as if she held her breath.

         
         He was prepared for tears, shouting, or even the possibility she might leap across the carriage and bash him as her glare
            told him she wished to. Words seemed to catch in her throat. She swallowed, opened her mouth, yet said nothing. Only her hands
            moved, gloved fingers tightening around the tufted edge of her bench.
         

         
         “Say what you must. Do your worst, and let’s get this over with,” he finally said.

         
         Her blue eyes narrowed. “Have you ever failed, Ashmore? Made a mistake? Brought scandal to yourself and your family?” Her
            low, whispering tone sent a shiver down his spine.
         

         
         “Never.” He rasped out the word.

         
         She spoke his greatest fear.

         
         “One day you will.” She raked her gaze over him from head to toe. “It’s in your blood. Your birthright, some might say. When
            that day comes, you’ll understand how a man can make a mistake and not deserve to have his life ruined.”
         

         
         “I merely sought the truth from your uncle, Davina.”

         
         “What if his name finds its way into the papers? He’d be shunned by society and lose every friend he’s ever had.”

         
         “I’ve spoken to no one, though he may confess to whoever he chooses. But for the sake of the dukedom, I must put things right,” Will repeated. More than an explanation, it was a plea for her to understand his motives. 

         
         But she didn’t.

         
         Leaning over, Davina pointed a finger toward his chest. At the same moment, the carriage rolled to a stop and she settled
            against the squabs. With a deep breath, she seemed to transform into the poised noblewoman he’d first met months before. She
            even managed the semblance of a smile.
         

         
         A footman opened the carriage door and offered his hand to assist her. But she waited, staring at Will a moment longer.

         
         “You’re not as perfect as you pretend. You’ll topple from your pedestal one day, Ashmore, and I only hope I’m there to see
            it.”
         

         
          

         Madeline Ravenwood had come to London to do what she loved most.

         
         “Let me bring you up to London to paint Trenmere House with greenery and blooms,” the Countess of Trenmere had offered. Her
            London town house’s garden required a redesign, and the party this evening was to be festooned with hundreds of blooms.
         

         
         Maddie couldn’t resist any opportunity that called on her love of flowers and garden design. She tried to put aside her worries about the business she’d left behind in Cornwall for the duration of her short visit to the city, but it was always on her mind. A weight on her heart. She’d taken on the running of Ravenwood Nursery to honor all of her parents’ hard work after their passing, but it left little time for anything else. 

         
         Her first trip to the city had been a true treat.

         
         In two days, she’d met half a dozen of Lady Trenmere’s friends, some of whom had spoken of calling on her to design their
            own garden spaces. And yesterday she’d slipped away to visit the British Museum and attend a lecture by a famous botanist.
            This would be her last night in the city, and her sense of wistfulness about departing shocked her.
         

         
         “You can take one if you’d like,” Maddie called to a maid who’d stopped to smell a vase of freesias as she walked by with
            a tray of refreshments.
         

         
         “Oh, miss, I couldn’t.”

         
         “I bought those myself in Covent Garden this morning and added them to the bouquets for a touch of scent.” Maddie approached,
            took a fragrant bloom from the vase, and presented it to the girl. “So, you see, they’re mine to give.”
         

         
         The girl beamed as she walked away. Maddie smiled too.

         
         If only the joy-inducing power of flowers could solve every problem.

         
         As she worked to arrange floral centerpieces in the dining room, resonant vibrations from the hired musicians echoed in the hallway. Maddie tapped her toes compulsively to the rhythmic sound mixed with the titter of conversation filtering out from the overcrowded drawing room. 

         
         Maddie’s curiosity gnawed at her like a caterpillar worked at a leaf.

         
         As soon as the maid departed and the dining room was finished, she made her way to a spot across from the drawing room’s open
            pocket doors. Two mature, lush Kentia palms stood opposite the doors, and Maddie stepped behind them, parting two large fronds
            to gaze into the lively room.
         

         
         The mix of colors rivaled a garden in late-autumn bloom. Gentlemen dressed in black and formal white tie contrasted with ladies
            wrapped in silk and velvet in rich, dark colors: plum, sapphire, crimson. They filled the space in clusters, some reclining
            on settees while others mingled in corners.
         

         
         A small soiree, the countess had said, but Maddie counted no less than twenty-five guests.
         

         
         “The flowers look perfect. Thank you, Madeline.”

         
         Maddie jumped at the sound of the countess’s voice and turned to face the woman she’d come to know well. Lady Trenmere was
            a young widow, and with an age difference of only seven years between them, they’d become less formal than patroness and botanical
            adviser.
         

         
         “You’re very welcome. I thought you’d already be in the drawing room.”

         
         “Oh no, my dear. Never enter a room first.” Susan smiled, and her bellflower blue eyes twinkled. “Always wait to make an entrance.”
         

         
         Maddie grinned, as much at the advice as at the notion that she might ever put it to use. Her life would never include making
            a grand entrance or catching everyone’s notice. Unless it was when she accepted first prize for her roses at the upcoming
            flower show in Haven Cove. That was one bit of acclaim she did want. If she could stir some interest in her flowers and garner
            attention for Ravenwood Nursery, maybe she could save what her parents had spent so many years creating.
         

         
         But Lady Trenmere persisted in believing another future lay ahead for Maddie. You’re the granddaughter of a viscount, she reminded her often. She and Maddie’s mother had been friends. Perhaps Lady Trenmere knew that Mama had been disowned
            for marrying Maddie’s father, the family’s groundskeeper, but she was too polite to mention that history.
         

         
         “Are you certain you don’t wish to join us?” Susan offered her arm as if inviting Maddie for a stroll in Hyde Park.

         
         “No.” Maddie returned her warm smile. “My train leaves early tomorrow.”

         
         “Very well.” Susan let out a dramatic sigh. “It’s not fair for me to admire your diligence and keep you from your responsibilities,
            I suppose.”
         

         
         “Next time you throw a party at Allswell, I promise to attend if you wish.”

         
         Allswell was Susan’s retreat for much of the year, a Cornish manor gifted by her late husband shortly after their wedding. Maddie had been maintaining its gardens and helping Susan cultivate prizewinning camellias there for years. 

         
         “Rest well, travel safely, and remember me to Haven Cove.” She started across the foyer and then turned back. “A carriage
            will be ready to take you to the station as early as you wish to depart.”
         

         
         “Thank you, my lady.”

         
         Maddie watched her glide across the hall and fought the impulse to follow. It was the music that drew her. Her mother had
            taught her how to dance and to play the violin, but she rarely found reason to practice either.
         

         
         There’d be no dancing for her tonight either. What could she have to say to ladies who spent their days planning their next
            social engagement? She was a businesswoman with a heap of work waiting for her in Cornwall. In the morning, she’d head home
            and stop imagining what it might be like to attend elegant dinner parties.
         

         
         Still, the colors, the music, the laughter in the drawing room drew her like a hungry bee to nectar. She stepped toward the
            enormous palms again, hoping to see but go unseen. Voices had lifted in excitement when Lady Trenmere swept into the room.
            Before leaving, Maddie wanted to get one last glimpse of her, happy and drawing all the attention she desired.
         

         
         Guests swarmed around the countess, and Maddie rose onto her toes to get a better view. One man stood out from the rest. Tall and broad-shouldered, he blocked her view of everything else. She maneuvered a little to the left to spot Susan, but the blasted man stepped left too. Then a young lady approached him, and the pair blocked Maddie’s view entirely. 

         
         Oh well.

         
         Lowering onto her feet, she moved to squeeze out from the nook where the potted palms stood and tripped on a brass leg of
            the planter. Reaching out, she grasped the trunk of one palm to steady herself. The leaves shook, and she let out a little
            squeak of alarm and then prayed that no one in the drawing room had heard. Once she got her footing, one glance assured her
            that no one had noticed her clumsiness.
         

         
         Then he turned. The tall dark-haired behemoth with view-blocking shoulders. She was in a corner. In the shadows. Wearing a dark dress.
            He couldn’t possibly see her. And yet his gaze held on her, steady and intense and as velvety dark as the inner petal of a
            poppy.
         

         
         One brow, as black as his gaze, arched up as he gave her a disdainful perusal from the palm frond near her head to the spot
            where the hem of her gown hung over the leg of the planter.
         

         
         Breath tangled in her throat, and she froze. The man possessed a hard face, all sharp angles and elegant edges, as if he’d
            been carved or hewn. Only his mouth held the potential of softness. Perhaps if he smiled. And yet the narrow set of his eyes
            and unrelenting squareness of his jaw promised nothing like mirth.
         

         
         Maddie held still. Didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. She yearned to flee and yet feared moving and drawing the notice of more than one man. 

         
         If only he’d forget her and her foolish stumble.

         
         Turn away. Good grief, why did he glower at her when he had a pretty young woman at his elbow? With those broad shoulders and chiseled
            jaw, it was a wonder there was only one lady seeking his attention.
         

         
         Finally, he pivoted to face the lady beside him, but his frown remained. He seemed an entirely glum man, even if he was distractingly
            well-made.
         

         
         Maddie took advantage of his moment of inattention to slip out of the hallway and into the countess’s conservatory. The warm,
            high-ceilinged space was the one place she never lost her footing. The scent of damp earth and the green of new growth soothed
            her nerves.
         

         
         Thank heavens she hadn’t given in to Lady Trenmere’s invitation to attend the party. She would have hated the necessity of
            attempting conversation with anyone as grumpy and arrogant as that horribly observant man.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Will glanced toward the hallway again. The young woman was gone.

         
         What a strange, awkward creature. With that auburn hair of hers, lurking was ineffectual, no matter how large the plant she
            chose to hide behind.
         

         
         He hoped she wasn’t one of those surreptitious wallflower types who watched quietly from the edge of a social event and then
            went home to a typewriter and fashioned wild tales to print in gossip rags.
         

         
         Truth be told, the minute he’d spotted her, he’d envied the red-haired observer. Now that she was gone, even more so. If he
            could escape this ridiculously cramped drawing room and the razor-sharp glares Davina kept throwing his way, he’d count himself
            a lucky man.
         

         
         His impulse in the carriage had been correct. Attending the party with Davina had been a mistake. As she stood beside him,
            she was all but vibrating with frustration, and even her usual practiced facade wasn’t enough to conceal her misery. The conversation
            he needed to have with her was long overdue.
         

         
         The sigh of relief he let out involuntarily when a lady friend called her away from across the room was probably audible to everyone around him. 

         
         He glanced toward the hallway. Still no lady in the palms.

         
         “You’re in for an unpleasant evening, Ashmore. Your bride-to-be seems displeased.” Lord Esquith didn’t sound at all sympathetic
            as he spoke the words in a confidential tone and took a spot next to Will near the threshold.
         

         
         The man had once shown an interest in Davina, despite being thirty years her senior and very recently widowed.

         
         “Perhaps it’s not the best night for a party.” Will had confronted Davina’s uncle months ago, but it seemed she’d only learned
            of it recently. Maintaining the pretense of their practical engagement was becoming impossible for both of them.
         

         
         “Do you ever enjoy a party?” Lord Esquith couldn’t seem to speak without smirking. He’d been a crony of Will’s father, though
            Will had uncovered no crimes on the middle-aged lord’s part, aside from a penchant for attending the late duke’s wild house
            parties without the accompaniment of his wife.
         

         
         “Very rarely.”

         
         “So unlike your father.”

         
         Will walked a few steps away to keep himself from saying something reckless and took a dainty aperitif from a passing servant.
            He wanted a whiskey, but needs must.
         

         
         The urge to find a balcony and escape for a breath of fresh air had him darting his gaze around the room.

         
         Lord Esquith failed to notice that Will did not care to continue the conversation. Instead, he’d followed Will.

         
         “At least your father could enliven a party.”

         
         “Yes, while he was swindling you behind your back.” Will did his best not to crush the little crystal glass in his hand.

         
         “He was a generous host and a jolly man. People liked him.” Esquith sniffed haughtily. Loudly. For some reason, the fool wanted
            to cause a scene.
         

         
         Will turned and took a step closer. “If you wish to provoke me to violence in the Countess of Trenmere’s drawing room, please
            continue.”
         

         
         The nobleman had the good sense to take a step back in retreat, but he didn’t depart and hovered on the verge of saying more.

         
         “How dare you threaten me? You’re nothing but a boor who will never possess an ounce of the charm your father did.”

         
         “I don’t need his charm.” Will somehow managed to unclench his hand long enough to hand his empty glass to a footman. “I have
            his title, his dukedom, and a record of all his crimes.”
         

         
         The aristocrat turned as white as his tie. Perhaps he had been party to some nefarious undertaking of Will’s father. Whatever the cause, Lord Esquith’s lower lip trembled as he offered
            Will one final sneer before turning on his heel and walking away.
         

         
         Will didn’t want a scandal. It would destroy all the respectability he’d been trying to achieve for years. Worse, any impulsive mistake of his wouldn’t simply further tarnish the dukedom, it would harm his sisters. 

         
         Their future was his to protect.

         
         Scanning the room, he caught Davina’s gaze, but only long enough for her to glare and turn her back on him.

         
         “Excuse me.” Will barked the words again at a nobleman blocking his way.

         
         Will recognized him as a viscount who’d joined an investment scheme with his father. Was there a single nobleman in England
            who hadn’t been in thrall to the man?
         

         
         Will sidestepped him and passed through a gaggle of couples to cross the threshold and emerge into the hallway. He stared
            at the glossy palms where the girl had stood.
         

         
         Where had she escaped to?

         
         He strode down the hallway in search of either a balcony or a drinks cart. After several minutes he’d found neither, but light
            filtered out from a whitewashed, earthy-scented conservatory, and it seemed an acceptable haven.
         

         
          

         Ten minutes in the conservatory, and Maddie’s thoughts were fully occupied with plants and ideas about the countess’s garden design. Only a faint reverberation of music now and then reminded her that a party was going on, and she tried especially hard to forget the odious man with a marble jaw who’d scowled at her across the hall. 

         
         She took one last wander through the collection of palms, geraniums, and flowering vines the countess favored. As she started
            toward the far door that let out near the house’s staircase, she heard footsteps on the conservatory tiles. Heavy steps.
         

         
         She swung around to see who’d intruded on her peaceful moment.

         
         It was him. The grim statue of a man.

         
         Her heart slammed against her ribs at the notion that he might have sought her out.

         
         But, as she watched him, it was clear that he wasn’t seeking anyone or anything but solitude. He glanced behind him as if
            concerned he might have been followed. Then he stalked to the edge of the conservatory, planted one hand on the cool glass
            wall, and ran the other through the black waves of his hair.
         

         
         Fingers balled into a fist, he pounded once against the window and then turned away.

         
         She had a wild urge to step into view and demand to know why he had stared at her in the hallway. But what she truly wanted
            to know was why he looked so miserable.
         

         
         She dragged in a deep breath and took a step forward. And stopped in her tracks.

         
         “How dare you?” A woman’s voice echoed off the glass walls. As she came into view, Maddie recognized her as the young woman who’d stood near him in the drawing room. “I was just coming to speak to you, and you simply walked away.” 

         
         The man whirled to face her but didn’t approach.

         
         “I left the drawing room for your sake,” he said with a tone of calm. “You’re unsettled, and neither of us wishes to spark
            gossip. I’ll depart if you prefer. I can call on you tomorrow, or you can come to me.”
         

         
         The lady shook her head vehemently. “No. We’ll do this now. I desire no further visits from you, nor do I wish to call on
            you.”
         

         
         “Very well.” He nodded once, seemingly unaffected. But his carved jaw firmed, and the lines between his brows deepened. “I
            hold you to nothing and will say whatever you wish.”
         

         
         She tugged furiously at one of her long white gloves, fumbling over the pearl buttons. “Whatever I wish?”

         
         “Of course. I bear you no ill will.”

         
         She tugged at her last button and stripped off her left glove. Her cheeks flamed as she pulled at a ring on her finger and
            then threw the glittering band. It bounced off the broad expanse of the man’s snug waistcoat and pinged as it hit the tile
            floor.
         

         
         “I wish you to say that I broke our engagement. Some will think me mad to jilt a man of your rank, but then they’ll remember your cruelty and joylessness.
            In the end, I think I shall come out all the better for it.”
         

         
         He drew in a long breath, and the tight set of his shoulders eased as he exhaled. “Then, it’s settled. I’ll say you broke the engagement. I’ll even admit to my joylessness.” Oddly, he smiled then. Dimples flashed at the edges of his mouth. But it was a sad expression, heavy with the words she’d just thrown at him. 

         
         “You’re a heartless man. He’s my family. You might simply have never spoken to him of what you learned.”

         
         Sighing deeply, he raked a hand through his hair once more. “He possessed information I required about my father’s dealings.”

         
         “Your father is dead and can’t pay a price for his wrongs. My uncle is alive, and what you’ve uncovered will forever hang
            over him.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “You’re not. Not truly. People warned me of your rigidity, but I never dreamed I could loathe you this much.” The lady spun
            on her heel and rushed from the room in a whirl of taffeta and silk.
         

         
         Maddie moved backward, trying not to make a sound. If she could cross to the edge of the conservatory, she could exit through
            the far door. But her boots weren’t silent no matter how gently she stepped.
         

         
         The gentleman’s head snapped up, and he turned in her direction. “Whoever you are, show yourself.”

         
         Maddie gnawed at her lip and decided sneaking about and getting caught would be far more mortifying than facing the man and
            pointing out that he had intruded on her solitude. She stepped out of a cluster of vines and faced him.
         

         
         “Of course it’s you.” He tugged at his tie until it hung loosely at this throat. “The lady hiding in the palm.”

         
         “The gentleman blocking my view of the drawing room.”

         
         A black brow shot skyward. He almost seemed offended by the accusation. Then his eyes swept over her as if he was looking
            for something. “Do you work for Special Branch or a newspaper, or is eavesdropping just a hobby?”
         

         
         “I wasn’t eavesdropping. I was just—”

         
         “You could have entered the drawing room instead of lurking in a plant. Are you not a guest of Lady Trenmere’s?”

         
         “I am.” She didn’t wish to explain the rest. He wasn’t the sort of man she wanted to converse with any longer than necessary.

         
         He stared at her expectantly, his gaze flicking down to her mouth. “Perhaps you’re wise. I should have avoided that drawing
            room myself.”
         

         
         Maddie glanced in the direction the lady had gone. “Should you go after her?”

         
         He let out a huff, but Maddie couldn’t tell if he thought her question absurd or amusing.

         
         “Go after a lady who loathes me? Doesn’t seem like the best idea. Besides, I’m heartless, remember?” He shrugged those brawny
            shoulders, stretching the fabric of his suit jacket so tight she could see the threads in the seam. “The lady was well within
            her rights.”
         

         
         He sounded cold, just as the woman had said. But there was something in his expression. Maddie didn’t even know the man’s name, but she recognized regret. 

         
         “Is it true?”

         
         “That I’m heartless? Completely.” He set his shoulders back, lifted his chin, and crossed his arms across his chest. His evening-suit
            fabric stretched taut again, and he almost seemed to be holding his breath. He’d become a statue of stone, impervious to anything
            as soft as a lady’s denunciation.
         

         
         Except for his eyes.

         
         Maddie got caught up in staring at his inscrutable gaze. Then, pointlessly, she noticed that his hair only seemed black, and
            a few strands of umber caught in the gas lamps.
         

         
         The nobleman seemed as good at watchfulness as she was. Better, perhaps. It was almost too much to be examined by him. Surely
            he noticed how out of place she was here at Trenmere House. He swept his gaze over her clothing, even sparing a glance for
            her unfashionable boots. She suspected he’d notice the cut-flower stains on her fingers soon.
         

         
         Maddie turned her glance to a trellis nearby, just to be free of his assessing perusal. Sleep was what she needed most. This
            silent standoff was ridiculous, and if anyone found them, the questions would be equally so.
         

         
         “If you’ll excuse me.” She nodded and hoped that was sufficient leave-taking for an encounter with a heartless stranger in
            a conservatory.
         

         
         “Wait.” He spoke the word as a command, and Maddie had the distinct impression he was quite used to ordering others about.

         
         Then he took a step that brought him much closer and planted himself in her path.

         
         “You have a . . .” He raised his hand and gestured toward her head. “Just there.” He pointed at a spot above her temple.

         
         Maddie lifted a hand to pat at her disheveled hair. She’d been working for hours, and her red curls never remained neatly
            tamed for long.
         

         
         He stepped closer. Maddie took a step back.

         
         That little flicker of a grin curved his mouth. “You needn’t fear me.”

         
         “She did say you’re cruel.” Maddie held his gaze as he extended his hand toward her and tugged at something in her hair.

         
         “This was clinging to you.” He presented her with a little desiccated leaf in the center of his palm.

         
         “It must have fallen,” she explained in case he thought she adorned herself on purpose. She glanced up at the decorative tree
            that stood near the center of the room.
         

         
         He still held his palm out, waiting for her to retrieve the leaf. She did and drew in a sharp breath at the warmth of his
            bare skin.
         

         
         “A ficus leaf.” Suddenly her voice had gone breathy, and her heart was tapping such a fearsome tattoo she wondered if he could
            hear it.
         

         
         How long had it been since she’d stood this close to a gentleman? Been alone with a gentleman? A long time. And even then, the young man in question hadn’t been anything like this stranger. 

         
         Then she noticed that a leaf had caught him too. As tall as he was, it was a wonder there was only one. It was impossible
            not to pass the shedding ficus on the way into the conservatory.
         

         
         “You have one too.” She nudged her chin in his direction.

         
         “Do I?” He looked down at his vest.

         
         “Here.” Maddie reached out to retrieve the leaf from his shoulder, but he was somehow taller than she realized and farther
            away than she calculated. She tipped too far forward, lost her balance, and rested her palm on his chest to catch herself.
            He pressed a hand to her waist to help steady her, but an instant later they both let go.
         

         
         It had been one brief touch, so quick she might have imagined it if not for the tingling heat where his hand had rested.

         
         Now that they were close, nothing seemed to escape his notice. She sensed him appraising the faded scar at the edge of her
            jaw, the beauty mark near her upper lip, and the wisps of hair that had slipped their pins.
         

         
         This near, she noticed things too. Aspects she hadn’t noticed when she’d been struck by his chiseled beauty from across the
            hall. His eyes weren’t truly black. They were the darkest of browns. And while there were deep grooves between his brows,
            laugh lines hugged his mouth.
         

         
         Perhaps he wasn’t as grim as he seemed, or at least he hadn’t been once upon a time.

         
         “I . . .” She didn’t know for sure what she’d meant to say. She needed to go. That was all she knew for sure.

         
         He was far too handsome, and her heart was doing odd things in her chest. And none of it mattered. She was returning to Cornwall,
            and he would be wanted in the drawing room.
         

         
         “You’re a peculiar young woman.”

         
         Not exactly the assessment she’d anticipated, but she couldn’t deny it.

         
         “Yes, well, if you’ll excuse me.” Walking away was what she should have done five minutes ago. But this time when she attempted
            to skirt her way around his sizable bulk, he skimmed a hand along her arm to keep her from going.
         

         
         “I must ask something of you.”

         
         Maddie considered bolting from the room.

         
         Speaking to the man was folly. Remaining in his company, more so. Letting him touch her wasn’t even debatably proper. It was,
            as Lady Trenmere might say, beyond the pale. She owed the imperious aristocrat nothing except to leave him alone.
         

         
         Yet she found herself locked in place and the desire to escape waning.

         
         “What is it?” The words came out with more of an irritated bite than she’d intended.

         
         They were standing far too close now. They’d already touched each other, and she didn’t even know his name.

         
         “I plan to escape through those doors at the back of the conservatory and spare my former fiancée any further distress.”

         
         It seemed a reasonable strategy. Maddie couldn’t imagine what her part might be.

         
         “What is it you want of me?”

         
         “Your discretion.”

         
         “Of course.” What she’d witnessed would be mortifying to most people, let alone to nobles who held themselves to standards
            set by dusty etiquette books. He and the lady would both make up polite stories of how they’d parted ways, and only the two
            of them would know the truth.
         

         
         The two of them and Maddie.

         
         “You needn’t worry, sir. I’ll say nothing. I’m leaving London tomorrow and likely won’t return.”

         
         “Ever?” He frowned, and there was something like disappointment in his tone.

         
         But Maddie decided that was her own fanciful nature making silly assumptions. Shouldn’t her departure please him beyond measure?

         
         “Possibly.” Her life, her business, and the community she was a part of were all in Cornwall. Regardless of the wistful sadness
            she’d been battling at the thought of leaving London.
         

         
         Of all she’d seen and experienced, this odd encounter would be the strangest of her memories.

         
         “Farewell, heartless gentleman.”

         
         The glower on his face held, and then he shocked her. His lips twitched up in a smile that transformed him. Amusement made him come alive. His eyes brightened, his jaw softened, and he was suddenly more than handsome. He was tantalizing. 

         
         “Goodbye, lady of the greenery.” His voice wasn’t the harsh bark of before. It was warmer, intimate, just for her ears.

         
         None of it mattered. Not his velvet voice or his bone-melting smile.

         
         She would never see the man again. She was leaving. And, finally, that’s what she did.

         
         After one last look at him, she walked away.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Three months later

            Grosvenor Square, London

         

         A lady screeched, and the sound lanced through Will’s sleep-dulled brain like a hot blade.

         
         Stop. Did he speak the word, or was it just rattling around in his throat yearning to get out? Speech wouldn’t come. His mind was
            fuzzy and clouded. Beyond the echo of the lady’s wail, he heard only one word. His father’s title, which was now his. Then
            the honorific he’d always loathed because he’d grown up hearing it when others addressed his father.
         

         
         Your Grace. The two words came again and again, relentlessly and with increasing volume.
         

         
         “Your Grace.” A man’s voice. Familiar too.

         
         Will opened his eyes, and his body jolted as if he’d been given a dose of Mr. Edison’s voltage. Everything hurt—the painful
            twist in his neck, the ache in his back, and the headache dancing a ring around his head.
         

         
         Squinting, he surveyed his dimly lit study and made out the owner of the voice that had awoken him.

         
         “Whittier.” The butler he’d hired because he could no longer trust the one who’d served his father for decades. “Good god, man, did you truly let me fall asleep during a meeting?” 

         
         “You merely closed your eyes for a moment, sir.” Whittier lifted his very thin, very pale brows. “You seemed to require it.
            Besides”—he held up a glinting crystal glass containing a scant finger of amber liquid—“it gave me a chance to nip at my whiskey.”
         

         
         “It’s the afternoon.”

         
         “It is evening.” The middle-aged man’s eyes flashed with concern. “You offered me a drink when I arrived in your study, Your
            Grace. We were discussing preparations for tonight’s dinner party.”
         

         
         “Were we?” Will couldn’t remember. Restful sleep hadn’t come for weeks. Months. Fatigue was beginning to make him forgetful,
            and he hated it. He loathed admitting to any failing.
         

         
         “Indeed, sir.”

         
         His own unconsumed drink, a generous pour compared to Whittier’s mere finger, sat on the blotter in front of him. He gripped
            the glass, and the cool cut crystal felt soothing under his palm.
         

         
         “Are you unwell, Your Grace?” The butler’s gaze was assessing, worried.

         
         “I’m well. Only a bit tired. I shall get through dinner and then retreat early.” Whether he would manage any sleep was another
            question. “How many are we expecting tonight?” Will swigged down the whiskey. Might as well stop wasting the man’s time and
            go and do his duty as host.
         

         
         “The usual number, Your Grace.”

         
         “What was that god-awful noise?” He could no longer hear the voice of the lady who had awoken him, but her singing wasn’t
            what anyone could call harmonious.
         

         
         “It’s the soprano Lady Daisy is considering for her upcoming engagement party. I believe she’s been invited this evening as
            a sort of trial performance.”
         

         
         “Wonderful.” Will bit back a groan.

         
         “If that’s all, sir, I shall go and see that all is in place as guests begin to arrive.”

         
         “Very good.” Will watched as the butler drained his glass and placed it along with an abandoned coffee cup on his tray before
            heading for the door.
         

         
         Once Whittier had gone, Will allowed himself the groan he’d been holding back. He dreaded this evening’s dinner, even though
            it would be small and intimate compared to the bash his sisters were planning to host in a few days.
         

         
         And it wasn’t just the dinner or this party. After weeks of fitful sleep, doing the usual sorts of social rounds filled with
            pretense and inane small talk had begun to chip away at his patience.
         

         
         “For Daisy,” he mumbled to himself. Anything was bearable for his sister’s sake. Whatever financial straits or social scandals
            their father had left them to untangle, Daisy would never suffer the consequences. Not if Will could help it. The dukedom’s
            finances were healthy enough to give her the kind of day she deserved.
         

         
         Her wedding would be lavish. So grand that none in London society would guess at the way their father had depleted the Ashmore coffers. 

         
         Will closed his eyes and pressed the heel of his palm between his brows where pain hammered at his skull.

         
         He let out a sigh and tried not to move or breathe or do anything that might unsettle the moment of calm. He’d never liked
            social events, never developed the skill of conversing easily and choosing the right thing to say at the right moment. The
            truth was that he didn’t have time for soirees and frivolity, even if his sisters seemed to think it was their family’s duty
            to entertain half of London as aggressively as their father had. Indeed, his sister Cora insisted that engaging in good society was part of the work of redeeming the Ashmore name.
         

         
         Will stood and headed for the drawing room.

         
         “Pardon me, Your Grace.”

         
         A few feet from his study, a footman called out, and Will stepped nearer the wall so that a parade of maids and footmen carrying
            silver bowls teeming with foliage and blooms could pass. One maid struggled with her towering floral arrangement and thwacked
            him with an enormous pink flower on the way by. The footman behind her gasped, stopped in his tracks, and stared at Will wide-eyed
            as if expecting the lot of them to be fired.
         

         
         “Carry on,” Will told the young man through clenched teeth.

         
         A moment later, he stepped into Ashmore House’s large front drawing room.

         
         Heads turned. Voices stilled. A cluster of ladies pivoted toward him as one, whipping their fans as if they were brandishing weapons. 

         
         He recognized two of them as close friends of Davina. Months later, he was still considered an ogre among her circle, and
            even gentlemen he’d once considered friendly acquaintances couldn’t seem to meet his gaze.
         

         
         When the room grew uncomfortably quiet, Daisy stepped into the center of the carpet. She was feigning joviality, but Will
            noted the pinched pleat of her brow even as she smiled broadly.
         

         
         “Let’s have more music before we dine.” She cast a look toward the piano where one of her friends had taken up the bench.

         
         On cue, the young lady’s fingers danced across the keys as she played a lively concerto.

         
         Eventually, guests lost interest in Will’s presence, except for a few ladies who studied him as if he was a puzzle to be solved.

         
         Clearly he was a distraction, and not a welcome one. His presence was putting a pall over the whole gathering, and his sisters
            wished for each of their dinner parties to be a success.
         

         
         Cora might harangue him later, but he took it as an excuse to slip away.

         
         He made it all the way to his study, poured a glass, and slumped into the wingback in front of the fire before someone rapped
            on the door.
         

         
         “Not now.”

         
         He just needed half an hour of relative silence, and with any luck, the whiskey would take him.

         
         Another knock. A little louder. More insistent. He knew exactly who it was.

         
         “Go away,” he said lightly.

         
         “We should go in together.” Daisy’s voice carried through the closed door. She couldn’t conceal her overflowing vivacity with
            a whisper.
         

         
         “I’ll speak to him first. Soften the way.” Cora, the middle sibling and more practical than all of them, spoke in a tone that
            Will knew meant she would brook no refusal.
         

         
         Leaning back in his chair, he stared at the wood panel of the door, willing one of them to decide and come speak to him so
            that he could either drink or sleep. Just on the point of standing to usher them both in, Cora knocked twice before stepping
            inside the room alone.
         

         
         “You heard us,” she said matter-of-factly.

         
         “Mostly Daisy. But yes.” Will noticed the way his sister clasped and unclasped her hands. She was nervous but looked frighteningly
            determined. A chill skittered down his back. “What are you two scheming?”
         

         
         Individually, his sisters were formidable. Combined in their efforts, he imagined they could hold back the Thames by sheer
            will if they put their minds to it.
         

         
         Cora smiled, and Will’s belly dropped to his boots. She was a lady who did not give her smiles freely, and this one was a bit too wide to be the least bit believable. 

         
         “You left the drawing room rather abruptly.”

         
         “I thought it best once I saw Davina’s friends.”

         
         “They’re nieces of Lady Tidwell. It would have been a snub to not invite them.”

         
         “Of course, and I’m content in my study.”

         
         “What do you think of the soprano Daisy chose?” She spoke in a tone that told him music was the last thing she truly wished
            to discuss.
         

         
         “Don’t make me equivocate, Cora. She’s dreadful.”

         
         “I prefer to think of her as memorable.”

         
         “You haven’t come to discuss music.”

         
         “I did.” Cora was a whip-smart young woman, keen about opera, fond of walks in Hyde Park, better at organizing and planning
            than anyone he’d ever known, and the worst liar in London. “Or at least it was one of the things I intended to mention.”
         

         
         She stepped forward, her inquisitive gaze taking in the pile of notes and correspondence he’d used to assemble the details
            of their father’s scheme. Will flipped the letter he’d been reading so that she couldn’t see its contents.
         

         
         “What is it you’ve been working on? A lecture for the Architectural Society?”

         
         He’d only ever given a single lecture. Though he’d studied architecture at university and found it fascinating, being the
            center of attention and trying to hold the interest of an audience filled with judgmental scholars didn’t interest him at
            all.
         

         
         “Or are you sketching again?” she asked with a hopeful lilt in her voice. “It feels as if you’ve done nothing you truly enjoy since we lost Mama.” 

         
         The assessment felt harsh, mostly because it was completely accurate. An irritable impulse made Will want to reply with some
            biting commentary about the burdens of overseeing a dukedom. But she knew.
         

         
         “No. This is a matter related to Father.”

         
         “You’ve found something else he did. Something terrible.”

         
         The worry in her tone was what he wanted to avoid. He’d kept much of what he’d learned about their father’s infamy to himself,
            just as his mother had shielded all of them while she’d lived. But he couldn’t stop working to discover the extent of the
            man’s misdeeds. Making amends was the only way he knew to undo what their father had done.
         

         
         “You needn’t worry. I shall deal with all of it.”

         
         The grim set of her mouth tightened.

         
         “Don’t fret. We’ll see this through. Daisy’s wedding. Yours, eventually.”

         
         She grimaced at that.

         
         “And yours?” She pinned him with an expectant stare.

         
         “Eventually.” Marriage, he knew, was high on the list of requirements he’d taken on when he became duke. He’d thought to fulfill
            that duty with Davina, but he’d misjudged. Badly.
         

         
         Now all of his energy was devoted to righting the damage done by their father, recompensing those he could, accepting responsibility in ways the late duke never had. 

         
         “You’ve done a great deal to redeem the Ashmore title.” Her words were stated plainly and didn’t feel like praise. “I know
            it’s a burden, and you look exhausted.”
         

         
         The comment took him aback. Ladies didn’t comment on his looks except in exuberant tones, especially now that he’d inherited
            a dukedom. And, of course, he was exhausted. He’d found that trying to be a duke the right way was a hell of a lot more difficult
            than simply sinking into debauchery as his father had been content to do.
         

         
         “Have you considered a holiday?”

         
         “A holiday?” Will would have been less surprised if she’d asked him if he’d considered stealing the crown jewels or plundering
            a ship on the high seas.
         

         
         “Yes. You know, a trip one makes for the purpose of recuperation and relaxation.” Her mouth twitched as soon as she got the
            sentence out. Then one dark brow inched up her forehead.
         

         
         “Have you ever said the word relaxation before in your life?”
         

         
         “I’m certain I have.” She was peeved now. Her voice climbed an octave.

         
         “And have you ever taken a holiday to achieve it?”

         
         “None of us have. We both know Father hoarded all the recreation for himself.”

         
         “I know.” Will gestured at a pile on his desk. In two organized stacks were documents relating to the debts his father had accrued over years of frivolous holidays and house parties. One heap contained those that had been paid, the other consisted of the few that remained. 

         
         “Well, now we have the opportunity to take some recreation ourselves. As other people do quite regularly. To the seaside.
            To the continent. To the Highlands.” She smiled. Cora had always longed to visit the Highlands. “Some take them every year
            and—”
         

         
         “Yes, yes.” Will raised a hand to forestall a longer explanation. “I do comprehend the concept. I merely don’t understand
            how you can think one is in order. For me. Now.” He pointed toward the door where he suspected
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