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            To my mom. Thank you for always believing in me. Your love and encouragement mean so much.
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            Prologue

         
         
            August 1843

            Hillcrest, country house of Viscount Yardley and his family, Essex

         

         Arabella Prescott flattened herself against the drawing room wall and held her breath until the footman passed by. Her heart
            beat so fiercely inside her chest, she was certain every servant in the house could hear. She’d run all the way from the garden.
            That was possibly the worst of her sins so far today.
         

         
         Her mother didn’t mind if she wasn’t good at dance lessons or spent too much time with her nose in a book. Mama loved books
            too, after all. But running was a grave misdeed, particularly in a pink beaded taffeta gown specially commissioned from a
            famous London modiste.
         

         
         Today, of all days, she’d be expected to display the ladylike refinements learned through all the years of tutors and governesses. Bella knew the rules and she was good at keeping them. She liked pleasing her parents. As an only child, there was no one else to make them proud. But she didn’t need lessons to know it wasn’t proper to skulk through drawing rooms when she was supposed to be attending to guests at her eighteenth birthday party. 

         
         The problem was one guest had gone missing and he was the only one who mattered to Bella.

         
         After peeking around the threshold to make sure no one was about, she lifted the long skirt of her gown and dashed down the
            hall to the library.
         

         
         Rhys Forester didn’t love reading as she did, but they’d made a kind of haven out of the library together. It was where they’d
            go when she helped him decipher words in books which had challenged him since he was a boy, and it was where he’d listen patiently
            while she talked through a new idea for one of her riddles.
         

         
         The room was large enough to find a private corner where they could talk for hours and Bella searched all those nooks now,
            only to find them empty. Stopping at one of the long windows, she pulled the drape back and looked down at the guests milling
            around the garden. From this high above, the party looked elegant. Tables laden with food and enormous punch bowls were arranged
            around a central area that servants had cordoned off for dancing. Another square of lawn had been pressed and trimmed for
            lawn tennis.
         

         
         Down there, amid the flurry of guests and servants, it felt far different. Less elegant and more panic inducing. She could only focus on the dais that had been assembled for her to stand on and give a little speech of thanks to everyone for attending. The thought of it made her stomach tumble. 

         
         Speaking in front of others was not her skill, but she knew someone who did it naturally. Effortlessly. He’d even helped her
            craft what she would say. In the farthest nook of the library, the one with the cushioned window seats, they’d worked together
            just two days prior on the speech her mother expected her to give today.
         

         
         And now he’d gone missing.

         
         She’d searched every drawing room, the conservatory, the morning room where they sometimes used her mother’s desk when Bella
            helped him with writing. He wouldn’t be upstairs, and he was nowhere to be found in the gardens.
         

         
         “Looking for me?” Rhys’s deep voice sent a shiver down her spine.

         
         She turned so quickly her skirt tangled around her ankles. “I thought you’d gotten bored and gone home.”

         
         “Miss Prescott.” He pressed a hand to his chest and winced dramatically. “Your lack of faith wounds me. I would never abandon
            a friend and I’m determined to celebrate your day along with everyone else.”
         

         
         “Where were you?” Bella untangled her skirts by shaking out the fabric and moved closer.

         
         “Looking for you, of course. You’re the lady of the hour. The girl of the day.” He pulled something from his waistcoat pocket, cupped it in his hands so she couldn’t see, and hid it by sliding both hands behind his back. 

         
         “If that’s a gift for my birthday, you’re meant to wrap it and present it to me properly, not hide it away.”

         
         Her pulse quickened as she thought of what he might give her. Then she looked down and the way his shirt buttons strained
            across his chest made her breath speed too. Lately she was aware of everything about him in ways she’d never been before.
            More specifically, she’d become intensely aware of his body.
         

         
         Like now, when she noticed that the stubble on his chin glittered gold in the sunlight. How he smelled of fresh air and the
            cinnamon biscuits Cook had made for the party and that unique deeper scent that was all Rhys.
         

         
         “I’m not sure you’ll like it, Arry. You are known to be rather picky.”

         
         Arry was a nickname only Rhys used. He wasn’t satisfied with Bella, as everyone else called her. He insisted on something
            unique.
         

         
         “How dare you? Everyone knows you’re the pickiest man in the village.” Bella pushed playfully at his chest as she’d done dozens
            of times over the course of their friendship.
         

         
         This time was different.

         
         He wasn’t a little boy anymore and she was no longer a little girl. That he was four years older had never mattered much when they were children, but over the course of the previous summer, she’d begun to think of him as a man. The inescapable fact was that he’d grown very appealing. And very handsome. Her feelings for him had grown too, into something she was afraid to voice. 

         
         But now, standing inches from him, she found she didn’t want to pull away. Under her palm, he radiated heat and it was as
            much of an enticement as discovering whatever gift he concealed behind his back.
         

         
         “You’re so picky, none of the girls in the village can catch your eye.” Her heart leaped in her chest as she waited for his
            reply. A part of her dared to hope she was the reason no other girl could tempt him.
         

         
         “It took you a month to decide which color of dress to wear today,” he teased.

         
         “Mama said it was the most important dress I’d ever wear, at least until the start of the Season. But she is dramatic when
            it comes to fashion.”
         

         
         He laughed and the sound was infectious. She always laughed when he did. But the sound was richer now that she could feel
            the reverberation against her palm.
         

         
         “Show me what it is,” she insisted with a gentle push.

         
         Rhys tipped his head and looked down at where she touched him. She felt his response. His heartbeat raced faster. When his
            eyes met hers again, their cool blue shade seemed darker.
         

         
         “Turn around, Arabella,” he said on a husky whisper.

         
         Bella did as he requested without protest or hesitation. That was new too. Usually they debated everything.

         
         Her breath snagged in her throat as she waited, listening to the rustle of fabric as he brought his arms forward. A little
            squeak sounded in the high-ceilinged library, like the metal-on-metal rub of a hinge giving way.
         

         
         A hinged box? Bella’s mind went to jewelry and then to the image of a ring and her deepest most secret wish that she was almost
            afraid to admit to herself. She was expected to have a wildly successful coming-out Season. Her mother had been planning for
            months. Years. But since her change of heart toward her best friend, Bella’s dream was an uncharacteristically rebellious
            one.
         

         
         Deep down, she hoped her Season might be unnecessary because Rhys would ask her to be his.

         
         Her parents couldn’t disapprove. They’d known Rhys as long as she had and loved him as a son, not to mention that he was heir
            to a dukedom. As her mother had told her a hundred times while they discussed eligible noblemen who might be promising prospects
            for the coming Season, “nothing compares to a duke.”
         

         
         It would come as a shock to no one to discover that he’d had her heart for years. Even Rhys couldn’t doubt that. But it had
            always been a friendship kind of love.
         

         
         Now it was so much more.

         
         He swept his fingers across the back of her neck and Bella gasped.

         
         “Are my hands cold?”

         
         “N-no” was all she could manage. Her skin tingled where he’d touched her and a ribbon of warmth spread out from that spot
            and slid all the way down her back.
         

         
         She felt his other hand come up and he stretched one arm over her shoulder, then the other. Cool metal landed gently against
            her neck and then his fingers were fumbling at her nape again, brushing against the wisps of hair that had escaped her coiffure.
         

         
         He’d hooked a necklace and the thin chain tickled against her skin.

         
         “There,” he said softly, pressing the flat of his hand to the curve between her neck and shoulder. When he let go, the chain
            slid down, almost to her cleavage.
         

         
         Bella lifted the pendant and tilted it up. A daisy flower, its petals made of opal and its center a round of etched gold.

         
         “Will it suit you? Daisies are your favorite flower, aren’t they?”

         
         “I love daisies.” But they weren’t her favorite flower. Lily of the valley was her favorite and always had been, but she couldn’t
            bring herself to tell him.
         

         
         He came around to stand in front of her and took her hands in his. “They’re as sweet and lovely as you are.”

         
         “Thank you.” For a long awkward moment, she couldn’t get any more words out. She struggled so long that his encouraging smile
            faltered. “Rhys—”
         

         
         “Arry, I know you’re nervous about the speech. But don’t be. We practiced and you’ll pull it off beautifully.” He glanced behind her at the clock on the wall. “You should head down. It’s almost time.” 

         
         “We should head down.” She’d come looking for him because she could not imagine speaking to all the guests from that dais without
            being able to look out and focus on his face.
         

         
         He reached up and cupped her chin, tilted her head gently, and stared down at her as tenderly as he’d ever looked at her in
            the decade they’d known each other.
         

         
         Bella held her breath. Her gaze flitted down to his lips. This was it. This was the moment of her very first kiss. There would
            never ever be another and there was no man she would ever want to kiss more than Rhys Forester.
         

         
         “You,” he said emphatically, “are so much more than you know. More clever, more talented, more beautiful than you even yet
            realize. I hope when the Season comes a dozen men tell you so. There will be many vying for your heart and your hand.”
         

         
         No! Everything in her shouted the word. A dozen men didn’t interest her in the least.
         

         
         Only one. This one.

         
         “Don’t break too many hearts, my sweet lovely friend.” He smiled again and bent forward.

         
         Bella leaned toward him too, stood a little straighter, and stretched up to meet his kiss.

         
         But rather than touch his mouth to hers, he pressed his lips to her forehead, lingered a moment, and then pulled back.

         
         “Return to the party.” He spoke gently, less of a command than an encouragement to do something he knew she dreaded. He dropped his hand from her chin and took a step back and to the side, clearing a path for her to the library door. 

         
         “Are you not escorting me down?” The words came out far sharper than she wished, but her heart ached. There was so much she
            wished to say, so many feelings burning inside her, but now she feared there would never be an opportunity to confess any
            of them.
         

         
         “There’s someone I must speak to and then I’ll join the celebration. I promise.”

         
         Bella had no notion who he planned to speak to, but there were half a dozen guests that Rhys knew as well as she did. A cousin
            of Bella’s had been one of his university classmates and the Debley twins, who’d idolized him when they were girls, seemed
            just as smitten now.
         

         
         Reluctantly, Bella nodded and started toward the library threshold. “If you’re not about when Mama calls me to the dais, I’m
            coming to find you.”
         

         
         He laughed, a shallower sound than his usual chuckle. “I have no doubt.”

         
          

         “Come, Bella. We can’t dally any longer,” her mother said as she waved Bella’s father away from the punch bowl. He loved the
            lemony concoction, but sweets never agreed with him. “We told guests the party would break up at three and you’d say a few
            words before we sent everyone on their way.”
         

         
         “Soon, Mama.” Bella twisted the daisy pendant between her fingers and stood on her tiptoes to look out past a cluster of guests onto Hillcrest’s garden paths that were lined with tall box hedges. It wasn’t quite a maze, but there were places to sit and a few guests had wandered off to rest on shady benches or converse privately among the flowers. 

         
         She’d seen Rhys come out of the house nearly half an hour ago, but Vicar Eames had engaged her in conversation and she’d been
            unable to get away.
         

         
         “My girl,” her mother said with barely restrained irritation, “it’s rude to make everyone wait.”

         
         “I must find Rhys.”

         
         “Arabella.” Her mother let out a long-suffering sigh and closed her eyes. “When the Season begins you won’t be able to spend
            so much time with Lord Huntley.”
         

         
         “Precisely, Mama, which is why I intend to do so now.” Bella didn’t wait for a reply before moving past her mother and heading
            for the tall hedges. She had a hunch she’d find him there.
         

         
         The Debley twins were sitting on one of the stone benches, and looked up at her guiltily as she approached. “We were just
            planning to return to the party, Miss Prescott. Daisy felt a bit fatigued,” one of the twins said while gesturing to the other.
         

         
         “I’m much better now,” Daisy insisted.

         
         “Good.” Bella managed a smile while glancing each way down the hedge rows. “Have you seen Lord Huntley, by any chance?”

         
         The dark-haired twins exchanged a glance before Dorothy said, “We did a while back. He went that way.”

         
         Bella didn’t have to go far before she heard voices. A woman and then a gentleman’s raspy reply. Laughter filtered through
            the leafy wall of the tall hedges, a low and resonant rumble so infectious it tickled in her own belly.
         

         
         Rhys’s laugh.

         
         She picked up her pace, lifting the skirt of her gown to keep from tripping. The daisy pendant bounced at the base of her
            throat. As she drew closer, she heard a feminine moan. She rounded the corner and bile rose in the back of her throat. Blood
            rushed so fiercely in her ears it blocked out every other sound.
         

         
         Rhys shot up from the bench where he’d been reclining, nearly on top of the redheaded widow next to him. Lady Nelson pushed
            her skirts down and began fussing with her hair. She kept her eyes focused on Rhys and couldn’t manage a single glance Bella’s
            way.
         

         
         Stumbling back, Bella clutched at her throat. She couldn’t breathe.

         
         “Arry—”

         
         “No. Don’t call me that.” It was a silly nickname. “What a childish fool I must seem to you.”

         
         He lifted a hand toward her. “Never a fool.”

         
         “A child, then?” Bella glared at Lady Nelson, who’d stood and composed herself.

         
         “No.”

         
         The moment Rhys stepped toward her, Bella had to escape. She couldn’t bear to look at him, to hear his voice. She didn’t want explanations or apology. Getting away and trying to forget what she’d seen was all she needed. 

         
         She stumbled along the stone path. Tears came so hot and quick her vision blurred, but she could see clearly enough to note
            that the Debley sisters were no longer on their bench. Bella swiped at her cheeks and nose and noticed someone waving in the
            distance. Her mother stood at the edge of the garden paths, gesturing her forward.
         

         
         A little keening sound bubbled up and her throat burned. She couldn’t give her speech. She couldn’t pretend as if her heart
            wasn’t shattered.
         

         
         Rather than head toward her mother, Bella veered left toward the house. Before she could get halfway there, footsteps rushed
            toward her from behind and Rhys gripped her arm.
         

         
         “Arabella, please. Listen to me.”

         
         Even turning to face him took effort. She feared if she looked at him, she wouldn’t be able to walk away.

         
         “I know what you must think of me.” He let go of her and ran a hand through his hair. “And of Lady Nelson.”

         
         “I don’t give a damn about Lady Nelson.”

         
         “No, of course not, but—”

         
         “Leave.” Saying the single syllable brought a pain in the center of her chest so sharp, it felt as if getting the word out
            had cut her from the inside.
         

         
         “Arry—”

         
         “Just go. Go!” She didn’t even realize she was shouting until he jolted back and began glancing around, as if worried she’d attract notice their way. 

         
         Looking at him was too hard. Standing this close, all she ached to do was reach for him. Even now, after the unequivocal proof
            that he did not care for her. That he didn’t care for his own reputation. That he wasn’t a proper honorable sort of gentleman
            at all.
         

         
         And despite everything, she still wanted him. She still wished he wanted her.

         
         He bowed his head and nodded once, then walked away.

         
         Bella wrapped her arms around her chest and bit down to stop a wave of shivers. The afternoon had turned warm after a day
            of unclouded sun, but inside she felt chilled. Empty.
         

         
         She looked up when she realized his footsteps had slowed. He’d stopped and stood looking back at her.

         
         “Good-bye, Bella.”

         
         She said nothing. There wasn’t anything left to say.

         
         Bella willed herself to stand still when he walked away, not to call out or run after him as her heart insisted. She couldn’t
            find her usual rational self. This wasn’t a riddle she could unravel. Pain and confusion clouded everything, but intuition
            told her he wasn’t just walking out of her party.
         

         
         Rhys Forester had just walked out of her life.

         
         Forever.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            July 1848

            London, Lyon’s Gentlemen’s Club

         

         Rhys Forester, Duke of Claremont, was a lucky man.

         
         He told himself as much as a blade cut the air a hairsbreadth from his cheek, its glinting silver flashing in his periphery.
            A streak of heat whispered against his skin and his heartbeat spiked before the knife lodged in the wooden board at his back.
         

         
         Partygoers crowding the opulent private room in Lyon’s Gentlemen’s Club let out a murmur of relief. Rhys swept his gaze across
            the assembly of noblemen and their paramours, forcing a rakish smile. One of the young lords he’d invited tightened an arm
            around his lady companion’s shoulders when she let out a flirtatious giggle.
         

         
         He understood the man’s worry.

         
         Rhys had spent years earning his scandalous reputation, and he’d had a hell of an example to follow. The late Duke of Claremont had been known for his decadent tastes and very few morals. Rhys had never been close to his father, but now he’d grown used to the same whispers about his own behavior. 

         
         Reckless affairs earned him constant mention in scandal rags and at least two breach of promise suits. Ridiculous luck at
            the gaming tables caused some to claim he cheated at play. But most of all he was known for the nightly revels he hosted.
            Parties so wild there had been injuries, infamies, and drunken brawls leading to fisticuffs and more than a few illegal duels.
         

         
         For years, infamy had sustained him. He’d loved the endless parties. The attention of beautiful women. The envy of other men.
            Laughter filling his ears because he’d put on the best celebration his guests ever attended. He excelled at very little, but
            amusement he did well. That and giving pleasure. Giving people an excuse to have fun. Filling his nights with so much frivolity
            that he could push away thoughts of the duties he’d have to face when daylight came.
         

         
         Of late those responsibilities were piling so high no amount of revelry could keep them at bay, but he was damned well determined
            to try. Now that he’d inherited a dukedom, he was compelled to make each party grander than the last.
         

         
         He’d always been as willful as he was wayward, but what he could no longer deny was how tired it all made him.

         
         This was the fourth party in as many nights with very little sleep in between. His eyes were dry as dust, his throat burned, and there were far too many hours left to go until this soiree died down. The circus theme had been a grand success, but now guests were inebriated and eager for more daring feats from the performers he’d hired. 

         
         “Throw another!” a drunk lordling shouted for the second time from the back of the room.

         
         The muscles of Rhys’s arms and neck were stiff, tautened by tension, but when he shifted, the lady flipping a knife in front
            of him shook her head.
         

         
         “Stay still, darling.” Jess, one of the music hall performers he’d hired as entertainment, winked at him. “Wouldn’t want to
            mar that pretty face of yours.”
         

         
         “You wouldn’t dare. You’re too fond of my face just as it is.”

         
         “Handsome man, you are. Can’t deny it.” She returned a knowing smile, one full of promises he considered holding her to later
            in the evening.
         

         
         Party guests laughed at their repartee and gathered close to watch her toss another blade. Hosting a party in a private room
            at Lyon’s Gentlemen’s Club had seemed a good way to celebrate his latest investment triumph. The Duke’s Den had given him an opportunity to expand the wealth he inherited from his father even further via investments in England’s brightest entrepreneurs. But now that he was bleary-eyed, his patience for standing against an unforgiving wooden board and hoping Jess’s aim was as good as she claimed was waning. 

         
         “Above his head!” a gentleman called out.

         
         “Between his legs,” his pretty redheaded companion said with a mischievous grin.

         
         “I shall land this blade near the opposite ear.” Jess narrowed her eyes and drew back her arm to throw the next knife.

         
         A nobleman’s buxom paramour gasped.

         
         Rhys held very still and reminded himself once more that fortune was ever on his side.

         
         Jess loosed the knife and it came at him so fast, he only heard the thwack as it struck the board. Then a pinpoint of pain
            bloomed at the side of his head. Rhys winced. Jess covered her mouth with her hands, eyes widening.
         

         
         Reaching up, he swiped at a trickle of blood at the edge of his ear.

         
         “Just a scratch,” he told her, and then louder for the guests leaning close, whispering worriedly. “A tiny knick. No harm
            done.”
         

         
         “Lucky that,” one man shouted.

         
         “No man is as charmed as the Duke of Claremont,” a brunette said, her eyes wide.

         
         “Another!” Lord Southwell called out. “Let’s see if his luck can hold.”

         
         Jess looked unsteady as she drew the final knife from the belt she wore. Her hand shook when she lifted the implement. Rather than aim and toss the blade, she held his gaze and offered the tiniest shake of her head. 

         
         “Go on,” another man urged.

         
         Rhys was on the cusp of calling it off. Jess’s mouth quivered, her facade of confidence faltering.

         
         “Claremont, may we have a word before this young woman impales you?”

         
         Rhys recognized the voice. Aidan Iverson had been invited to the party, but Rhys had given up on him attending. He was happy
            to see his friend, if only because it meant freeing himself from further target practice.
         

         
         Though now that Iverson was here, he didn’t look at all festive. And he wasn’t alone. Nick, Duke of Tremayne, stood beside
            him. Both of Rhys’s partners in co-ownership of Lyon’s lingered on the threshold of the crowded room, their faces a grim contrast
            to the evening’s gaiety.
         

         
         “Please, everyone, carry on.” Rhys gestured toward the quartet of violinists in the corner of the room and stepped down from
            the platform. “Time for music and dancing.”
         

         
         He cast a look at Tremayne and Iverson. They definitely wouldn’t be dancing. Their gazes were so serious that he dreaded whatever
            news they’d come to deliver.
         

         
         “Quite an impressive performance, Your Grace.”

         
         Rhys looked over his shoulder and found the brunette who’d called out to him earlier watching with an assessing gaze. She’d come with a friend, a viscount who had been a member of Lyon’s for years. He couldn’t bed her, but she possessed a porcelain beauty that was hard to ignore. 

         
         “Everyone says so.”

         
         One gossip rag claimed he possessed all the qualities a bon vivant nobleman could ever require: charm, wealth, an insatiable
            appetite for pleasure. He was renowned throughout London as the blazing spark of any party. A man whose smile could charm
            a lady from across a crowded ballroom. The most daring investor of the Duke’s Den.
         

         
         Rhys almost believed the stories others told about him. Almost.

         
         A good tailor helped with the appealing facade he presented to the world. An adept valet was a godsend. Being a lucky man,
            he possessed both.
         

         
         Wealth had come easily. As the firstborn son of the Duke of Claremont, he’d been afforded the best education. Excellent tutors.
            Long-suffering types who remained in their post no matter how difficult it was to teach a duke’s son who couldn’t read or
            memorize his numbers like other children. University had been a bit of a nightmare, but the allowance from his father had
            started then. With those funds he’d been lucky enough at gambling to grow a sizable wealth of his own.
         

         
         And now, atop all of his other blessings, he’d added his father’s title. A dukedom could only enhance a man’s merits.

         
         He was the most favored of men.

         
         Which was why he’d confided to no one that the weight of the responsibilities that had been heaped on his shoulders in the past weeks were crushing him like a millstone. 

         
         He glanced back at the brunette, her long shiny ringlets swaying in a sinuous fall above a petite waist and shapely hips.
            She turned as if she sensed his notice and a wicked smile curved her lush lips. When he winked in reply, he fought a wave
            of fatigue that made him want to close both of his eyes and lean heavily against the nearest wall for a short nap. How long
            had it been since he’d tasted a bit of the pleasure he was renowned for seeking?
         

         
         No. He could do this. He’d hear whatever news his partners had for him and then return to his guests.

         
         Revelry was his talent. Revelry and the instinct to know when an investment might go well and turn a profit. Unlike Iverson
            and Tremayne, he didn’t rely on facts and reports or carefully calculating the return on his investment. He simply felt his
            way through decisions. And he applied the same principle at gaming tables and to every amusement life had to offer.
         

         
         And he excelled at all of it when he wasn’t so bloody exhausted. The fatigue that weighed on him like ballast had begun a
            month past on the evening he’d received news of his father’s death. An estate, tenants, a seat in Parliament, a coterie of
            servants—all of it had passed to him overnight, along with a pile of unexpected debt.
         

         
         He admitted to no one that his nerves jangled like the traces on a runaway carriage.

         
         “What is it?” he said as he approached his friends, trying to temper the panic welling up in his chest.

         
         “We need to talk.” Tremayne glanced around the room. “Not here. The balcony.”

         
         Rhys followed the men, each step building a wave of unease. Upon reaching the private space high above the gaming tables of
            Lyon’s, Iverson gestured toward a cluster of upholstered chairs. “Shall we sit?”
         

         
         Rhys ignored him and headed for the drinks cart. “Don’t coddle me. Let me get a swig of whiskey down and say whatever you
            must as quickly as you can. The long looks on your faces don’t give me much hope for pleasant news.”
         

         
         Iverson took up a position near the cart, boots firmly planted and arms crossed.

         
         The same nervousness making Rhys’s hand shake as he lifted a glass to his lips was also radiating off of Tremayne, but Iverson
            simply stood, still and calm. He’d always been the steadiest of the three of them.
         

         
         “When was the last time you were in touch with your sister?”

         
         Rhys cocked his head and locked eyes with Iverson. “Is she unwell?”

         
         “No.” Iverson lifted his hand in a calming gesture. “Nothing like that.” He gazed over his shoulder at Tremayne. “But you
            haven’t brought her to London or taken her back to the estate in Essex?”
         

         
         Two drums began a fearsome tattoo in Rhys’s head, one behind each temple. “My sister is at finishing school in Hampshire.”

         
         “She’s finished,” Tremayne said drily. “Lady Margaret sent me a letter because she hasn’t heard from you. She graduated nearly a fortnight ago and was expecting a carriage to escort her home.” 

         
         “Christ.” Rhys scraped a hand through his hair. He’d been living so hard of late the days had merged together. So much so
            that he’d bloody forgotten the date and his only sister. “I’ll send for her immediately.”
         

         
         “Already done,” Nick told him in the voice he usually reserved for frustrated noblemen who came to complain that they’d lost
            too much at the club’s gaming tables. “She should arrive at Edgecombe tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Thank you.” Rhys let out a sigh of relief but none of the tension in his body loosened.

         
         Meg had inherited their mother’s kindness along with a full measure of their father’s impatience. He could well imagine the
            words she’d have for him when she returned home. He deserved them all.
         

         
         “She’s concerned about you,” Nick added in a gentler tone. “We all are.”

         
         Rhys looked up. He deserved whatever disappointment his longtime friend felt for his irresponsibility. But Tremayne lowered
            his head and stared at the carpet. He couldn’t look Rhys in the eyes.
         

         
         “There’s more. Don’t spare me. Just say it.”

         
         Iverson crossed his arms and rocked back on his heels. “You recall Mr. Carthorpe?”

         
         “Yes, of course.” Rhys didn’t have Tremayne’s aptitude for numbers or Iverson’s shrewd head for business matters, but his
            memory rarely failed him. “The horseless carriage chap.”
         

         
         Rhys recalled him as young and fidgety, but the man’s invention was an exciting prospect and every member of the Duke’s Den had been eager to invest. 

         
         “Don’t tell me he’s run off with our money.”

         
         Nick cleared his throat and then rubbed a hand along the edge of his jaw. It was a tic Rhys had observed many times in the
            Den. The gesture was the same he used when he was loath to tell an inventor that none of them wished to invest in his or her
            device.
         

         
         “Out with it,” Rhys barked, too exhausted for delicacy.

         
         “Carthorpe did not receive our full investment,” Iverson told him in a firm voice. Then he paused and cleared his throat.
            Rhys could virtually see whatever else he wished to say lodged in the man’s throat.
         

         
         Iverson dipped his head and flicked back his suit coat to place a hand on each hip. When he finally looked up, his eyes were
            filled with what Rhys thought looked a great deal like regret.
         

         
         “Your bank reported that the amount you promised could not be fulfilled.”

         
         “That’s not possible,” Rhys scoffed. The air rushed out of him in another bluster of denial.

         
         The claim was absurd.

         
         He wasn’t in daily contact with his banker and had no real notion of the balance in each of his accounts, but that was precisely
            the point. His funds on hand had always been so healthy that he’d never worried about paying an invoice or offering his money
            to an inventor in the hopes of getting a generous return.
         

         
         “Your bank hasn’t contacted you about this matter?” Tremayne asked.

         
         “Not that I’m aware of.” Rhys stared at Nick but in his mind’s eye he saw the stack of unopened letters he nudged aside every
            time he sat at the desk in his study. “The post has piled up in the last few weeks.” Letters, invitations, and notes of condolences had arrived in a flurry after his father’s
            death. He’d struggled through reading a couple before allowing them to accumulate.
         

         
         “Avoiding your post? Forgetting the commencement of your sister’s studies. Unaware of your finances.” Iverson’s usually calm
            voice ebbed toward concern. “Is something amiss, Claremont?”
         

         
         Every damned thing, apparently.

         
         “How could it be?” Rhys forced a rusty chuckle and shrugged his shoulders, wishing he could dislodge the tightness that had
            taken root there. “I’ve inherited a dukedom.”
         

         
         “And yet you remain here in London,” Iverson pointed out unhelpfully. “Have you returned to Essex at all since your father’s
            funeral?”
         

         
         Mention of the funeral made Rhys long for another finger of whiskey, but Iverson stood like an enormous red-haired oak tree
            blocking his path to the cart.
         

         
         The funeral had been as bleak as any event Rhys had ever attended. The duke had isolated himself in his later years and those who’d come to see him laid to rest had done so out of duty rather than affection. Guilt weighed heavy on Rhys. He too had been among the dutiful, rather than those who’d felt any warmth toward the old man. Only Meg had cried genuine tears for their father. 

         
         It hadn’t always been that way. Once upon a time, Rhys had looked up to Tarquin, Duke of Claremont. Idolized him. He recalled
            the duke’s visits to the nursery, the occasional encouraging pat on the head, and how his father often gifted books for Rhys
            to read.
         

         
         That was where it had all gone wrong. As soon as his struggles with learning became evident, his father lost interest. A duke’s
            son who couldn’t read properly? Unthinkable.
         

         
         “Enderley was a shambles when I inherited,” Nick admitted in a tone that was far more sympathetic than pitying. “What is the
            state of Edgecombe?”
         

         
         Rhys hated admitting that he hardly knew. Without his mother and sister to brighten its halls, the old estate had all the
            charm of a mausoleum. He’d stayed in a guest room the single time he’d visited and departed as soon as he was able.
         

         
         But thinking back to his conversation with the estate’s staff, Rhys was beginning to form a theory. “There were debts attached
            to the estate.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair before looking at each of his friends in turn. Fortunate, he may be, but
            he knew his faults. Even admitted them once in a while. To himself, if no one else. He had a tendency toward irresponsibility
            and a refusal to be anything but the feckless nobleman others expected him to be, which left very little room for anything
            he truly wished to be.
         

         
         Disappointing the friends who’d stood by him when others in polite society called him a ne’er-do-well and a cad? That was a fresh low. 

         
         “I directed the steward to contact my bank and see to any financial obligations my father had yet to meet.”

         
         Nick’s dark brows arced up. “How steep were the debts?”

         
         Rhys turned to Nick, intending to offer one of his charming smiles. His typical devil-may-care reassurance that all was well
            in hand. But the muscles of his face rebelled.
         

         
         Weariness washed over him and honesty was the only thing that took no effort. “Apparently mountainous.”

         
         Nick let out a heavy sigh.

         
         “Is there more?” Rhys had known the two men long enough to sense there was a great deal Tremayne and Iverson were leaving
            unspoken.
         

         
         “You agreed to fund two other inventors after Carthorpe,” Nick said. “They’ve received nothing yet, but Iverson and I can
            see to your share between us.”
         

         
         Rhys tried to concoct reasonable excuses, rationales for why his accounts had been drained and he’d somehow been too busy
            to notice. But they knew his reputation. His ducal town house was such a mess from the last party, he’d been forced to host
            this one at Lyon’s.
         

         
         They deserved more than justifications.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he heard himself say. The words were unfamiliar and felt misshapen on his tongue.

         
         He lifted his head. Both men deserved more than a simple apology. All of society knew he was a man who sought recreation rather than rectitude every day of his life, but perhaps it was time to stop playing a role and assume the responsibilities he’d become so good at outrunning. 

         
         Casting a glance at Tremayne, he caught his own reflection in the gilded mirror on the wall. Dark circles smudged the skin
            under his eyes. His hair wasn’t its usual artful tumble. It was downright disheveled. And the snow-white collar of his shirt
            was dotted with blood.
         

         
         Iverson took two steps closer and surprised Rhys by placing a hand on his shoulder. “Whatever’s troubling you, we wish to
            help.”
         

         
         It was tempting to confess the truth to both of them. But if his father had taught him anything, it was to never admit weakness.

         
         Sensing his friends’ stares, Rhys wielded the familiar skill of scoffing at whatever challenge came his way.

         
         “If you’re any example,” he told Tremayne, “a man can become a decent duke in a matter of weeks.”

         
         The smile came slowly, inch by inch, but eventually softened Tremayne’s grim expression. “I became a duke as you did. Unexpectedly
            and long before I was prepared to assume any such responsibility. Embracing duty didn’t come easily. I credit my wife with
            whatever decency I’ve managed.”
         

         
         “Having known you for years before you met her,” Iverson quipped, “I agree she deserves a great deal of credit.” He turned
            a sardonic look Rhys’s way. “I suppose you’ll be needing a wife soon yourself. Any likely prospects in the countryside?”
         

         
         An image filled Rhys’s mind, a memory so sharp, he felt a stab of pain under his ribs.

         
         Auburn curls, green-gold eyes, a contagious laugh, and a smile that came rarely with others but easily with him. She would
            be there when he returned to Essex, but Miss Arabella Prescott would have no smiles for him anymore.
         

         
         He pushed the thought of her away. As he had for five years.

         
         “Let me find my feet before I get myself leg shackled.” He gestured vaguely and drew in a deep breath. “I must go to Edgecombe.
            Whatever I find at the estate is mine to sort out.” He pointed at Iverson and then Tremayne. “I will repay you both. The dukedom’s
            debts could not have drained my accounts entirely. I maintain others. I may be a reckless pleasure-seeking fool, but I know
            a man shouldn’t put all his coin in one purse.”
         

         
         Iverson stared at him for a long silent moment, assessing him, then turned his back on Rhys and filled a glass from the drinks
            cart. Several glasses. One for each of them.
         

         
         “Safe travels, Claremont,” Iverson said as he handed Rhys a half-filled tumbler.

         
         “I have some notion of what awaits you.” Nick stepped forward to take his glass and lifted it in a toast. “Good luck, my friend.”

         
         Rhys swigged back his finger of whiskey and savored the trail of heat racing from his throat to his middle. He needed a bit of fire in his belly. Nothing but his own selfish indulgence had motivated him for years. Exhaustion still nipped at him, worry still rode his shoulders, but he managed a grin. 

         
         “They do say I’m a very lucky man.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            August 1848

            Hillcrest estate, Essex

         

         With a satisfying swipe of her pencil, Arabella Prescott struck another task off her list as she strode toward the dining
            room. Her family’s long-planned house party was imminent, and Bella’s list had been a long one. She loved helping her mother
            with party preparations, or any project that involved order and structure.
         

         
         She should have set herself to conquering her list earlier, but she was so close to finishing the first draft of her book.
            She’d barely left her room in days. Just a few more details and she would be ready to consider submission to Mr. Peabody,
            the London publisher her mother had introduced her to the previous summer.
         

         
         The past months had brought a reviving change. After a series of failed Seasons, she no longer had to worry about social rounds or spending months in London while her parents put her in the way of every eligible nobleman on the marriage mart. 

         
         There’d been no talk of matchmaking all summer, and she could finally focus on her dream of publishing the conundrum book
            she’d been adding to off and on for years. The project had nothing to do with duty or her parents’ expectations. Some in society
            would no doubt frown upon her harboring ambition for anything other than marrying well, but the book mattered to Bella. She
            needed to prove to herself that she could be something more than the doted upon daughter of Lord and Lady Yardley. A book
            of cerebral puzzles and logic problems written by a nobleman’s daughter might be difficult to sell, but she was determined
            to try.
         

         
         Now that her parents accepted her status as a spinster, her choices were her own. She only needed to get through a fortnight
            of being sociable to family friends and then her time would be her own too.
         

         
         In the dining room, Bella discovered the staff had outdone themselves. Porcelain and silverware glinted in the late afternoon
            light and a centerpiece of flowers scented the air. Peonies, lilacs, and freesia blooms overflowed the edges of etched silver
            bowls.
         

         
         She circled the table, moving from chair to chair to admire the perfectly arranged place settings. She loved symmetry, evenness, order. Every plate and glass and implement were in their right place. She let out an appreciative sigh, but then the name cards caught her interest. Stark white rectangles with gilded edges and names written in a bold hand. She examined the next and the next. The more she looked, the further her heart dropped. 

         
         Gripping the back of one polished wooden chair, she scanned the table again, her mind whirring.

         
         Bella had always been good at solving puzzles. From childhood she’d excelled at mathematics and all the logic problems her
            governess devised to test her. She’d become so adept at unwinding riddles, she’d even published a few of her own in ladies’
            magazines.
         

         
         The Puzzling Miss Prescott, one newspaper called her during her third Season. Of course, the society columnist had been referring
            to the mystery of why she’d refused five offers of marriage rather than her analytical mind.
         

         
         Studying the cards the servants had carefully arranged in front of gleaming plates, she could see the trap she’d stumbled
            into, as unsuspecting as a rabbit rushing headlong into a blackberry bramble.
         

         
         “Too many men,” Bella whispered to the empty room.

         
         Her heart lodged itself in the back of her throat. Her parents were still scheming to marry her off.

         
         After four failed Seasons, she thought it was over, that they understood. But it seemed their patience had worn thin. She knew they were frustrated every time she refused a suitor or an invitation to London. But she couldn’t regret her decisions. The five men who’d offered for her would have made dreadful husbands, and she would have made them a miserable wife. Her parents could have insisted, but they never had. They’d married for love and wished for her to do so too. 

         
         She’d accepted that she wouldn’t, but clearly they hadn’t given up hope.

         
         When her parents suggested a house party to celebrate her twenty-third birthday, she’d been pleased. Not that she wished to
            make a fuss about her birthday. Since the debacle of a garden party five years past, she’d wanted the date to pass with little
            fanfare.
         

         
         But this—plot—had never crossed her mind.
         

         
         Gentlemen. A bevy of them. Four prospective suitors. They had to be. The only ladies who’d be in attendance were Bella, her
            mother, and her cousin Louisa. Since Louisa wasn’t yet out, she couldn’t be the object of this munificence of men.
         

         
         At the sound of someone clearing their voice, Bella spun to find her cousin hovering at the dining room threshold.

         
         “How angry are you?” Louisa stepped inside the room and slid the pocket doors closed behind her.

         
         Bella pressed two fingers to her temple. “You knew about this and said nothing?”

         
         Louisa blinked and her blue eyes widened. Rather than answer, she plucked nervously at a satin ribbon on the front of her
            gown.
         

         
         Four years younger and far more eager for romance than Bella had ever been, Lou was sweet natured and rarely prone to duplicity. They were as close as sisters, and Bella understood why she’d gone along with the plan. Bella even sympathized with her parents’ desperation, but she had to make them understand. 

         
         “Where are they?”

         
         “I saw your mother in her sitting room a quarter of an hour ago. I suspect they’ll be in the drawing room greeting guests
            soon, but I’ve just come from there and no sign of them yet.”
         

         
         “I need to speak to them before this all starts.” Bella hugged her notebook to her chest, pushed her pencil into the crook
            above her ear, and swept past her cousin.
         

         
         Louisa called out a soft hesitant “Good luck.”

         
         Marching toward her mother’s sitting room, Bella rallied logical arguments in her mind. Explanations. Rationales that would
            help her parents accept that she was not meant to marry. Some girls, like Louisa, stacked all their hopes on matrimony, but
            Bella didn’t entertain those dreams anymore.
         

         
         By the time she stood outside her mother’s door, she knew exactly what to say, but she hesitated with her fingers on the handle.
            Voices came from her father’s study across the hall.
         

         
         Good. Both of her parents in one place was exactly what she needed.

         
         She approached the study but stopped short when her mother began shouting. Bella pressed her ear to the wood.

         
         “You must speak to her, Edmund. Tell her the truth.”

         
         “Bah,” her father grumbled. “Perhaps she’ll take a fancy to one of the gentlemen you’ve invited for the fortnight. Then everything will fall into place, just as we hope.” 

         
         “My dear.” Her mother used the long-suffering tone Bella had become very used to. “Our daughter has stubbornly refused every
            offer put to her. Shouldn’t we tell her what you must give up if she continues to do so?”
         

         
         “She might opt to accompany us,” her father said, his voice pitched high and hopeful.

         
         “Bella wishes to publish her book. She won’t want to be away from England so long and I won’t leave her unchaperoned. Unmarried.”

         
         “My sister Iona—”

         
         “Is ailing in Scotland and must look after her health rather than
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