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            Prologue

         
         
            1787

         

         News of the untimely death of the vicar of St. Mary’s parish of Kittleston spread on a tide of dismay, causing sincere mourning
            among his parishioners. A mere forty-five years old, he had been well-liked, a calm, cheerful presence who always had a kind
            word, a helping hand, or a sympathetic ear for anyone in need.
         

         
         The ladies of the parish gathered to console the deceased’s fiancée, Miss Calvert, who was just as beloved in the town and
            whose devastated sobs brought more than one neighbor to tears of their own. Everyone in the parish murmured to themselves
            how terribly sad it was, for poor Miss Calvert and for the parish, for how could either hope to find another such man?
         

         
         Twenty miles away, in the sprawling grandeur of Carlyle Castle, the news spurred a very different sort of mourning, as well
            as a tremor of despair that seemed to unmoor the great house. Stephen St. James was not only the beloved vicar of St. Mary’s,
            he was also the youngest brother of His Grace the Duke of Carlyle.
         

         
         “It was a wound from an old scythe,” said Mr. Edwards, the family solicitor. He had received the news of Lord Stephen’s worsening
            health two days ago and come at once to the castle. “He was using it in his garden on some pernicious vines, and accidentally
            cut his leg. By the time the doctor was sent for, the wound was deeply inflamed. I am told his suffering was brief,” he added
            quietly.
         

         
         Her Grace the Duchess of Carlyle stared out the window. Her eyes were dry and her chin resolutely steady, but she gripped
            a crumpled handkerchief. “Thank heavens for that much. My darling boy,” she said softly. “He did so love being in his garden . . .”
         

         
         “Miss Calvert was with him when it happened. She did urge him to send for the surgeon, but he believed it to be a trifling
            injury.” Mr. Edwards shared this with great reluctance, but he had promised he would. Emily Calvert had been hysterical, pleading
            with him to beg the duchess’s forgiveness and mercy. She thought herself a murderer for not insisting upon the doctor immediately.
         

         
         “That poor girl,” replied the duchess, still staring out the window. “She must not blame herself. No one could persuade Stephen
            to worry. It was not in his nature.” Her voice trembled at the last. She took a deep breath. “Send someone to see if Miss
            Calvert is in want of anything we can supply.”
         

         
         Mr. Edwards coughed. “She would like to visit his grave.”

         
         The duchess was silent. “We must put him in it first.” She sighed, her hands moving restlessly for a moment. “Of course she
            may. I could hardly deny her that.”
         

         
         Mr. Edwards made a note of it as the porcelain clock on the table ticked steadily along. “Have you any wishes for the funeral,
            Your Grace?”
         

         
         “Heywood will know what to do,” she said, naming the august Carlyle butler. “As it was for—for Lady Jessica.”

         
         Lady Jessica had been the duchess’s beloved only daughter. They had buried her just seven years ago. Her Grace’s voice still
            broke when she said the name.
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” His pen scratched a few more notes. “I suppose His Grace has been told.”

         
         The duchess’s face spasmed. “No. I will do it later. He was not well this morning.”

         
         “Of course,” murmured the solicitor. Formidable though she was, the duchess was also a mother who had just lost her youngest
            son, and now must tell her last surviving child that they would open the family crypt again, to bury his brother. It was doubtful
            the conversation would be brief or easy. The duke’s mind was neither quick nor agile, and his understanding was always uncertain.
         

         
         But there was nothing he could do about that. Mr. Edwards hesitated, then put the pen back into the stand. “There is one more
            subject I must broach . . .”
         

         
         “Yes, yes,” she snapped, now glowering at the window. “I know.”

         
         He waited, but when she said nothing more, he reluctantly went on. The matter was urgent, as the duchess herself would tell
            him, were she not so grief-stricken. “I have taken the liberty of examining the records . . . It is always better to be excessively
            informed, I believe, although I am deeply sorry it has become necessary . . .”
         

         
         “Are you?” The duchess made a visible effort to gather herself. Mr. Edwards averted his eyes, in case she required a moment
            of privacy. “Get on with it, then,” she said crisply, a moment later. “Who is he?”
         

         
         Lord Stephen had been not merely the duke’s younger brother; he had also been his only heir. A terrible accident years ago
            had left the duke with the mind of a child. He had never married, never had a son, and never would. Lord Stephen’s death meant
            the dukedom must now pass to a distant cousin.
         

         
         It had been fiercely hoped by all at Carlyle Castle that Lord Stephen’s marriage would yield an heir. Miss Calvert was not
            a very young woman, but she was by no means past the age of bearing a child, and there had been genuine affection between
            her and Lord Stephen. Now those hopes were dashed, which meant the heir presumptive was wandering about somewhere, in complete
            ignorance of the monumental inheritance about to befall him.
         

         
         Mr. Edwards drew a paper from his case. Thirty years ago, the second Carlyle son, Lord William, had been killed in the American
            colonies, shortly before the duke’s accident. As the years passed and Lord Stephen did not marry, the succession had become
            precarious. Quietly and discreetly, Mr. Edwards had begun investigating three men, against the grim possibility that this
            day would arrive.
         

         
         Even so, despite the urgent necessity, this must be done delicately. Edwards had been the Carlyle solicitor for over twenty-five
            years, long enough to know the family secrets and stains. He chose to begin with the easiest point. “Captain Andrew St. James,
            of His Majesty’s Scots Guards. His grandfather was the younger brother of His Grace the fourth Duke.”
         

         
         “Yes,” she said, her expression unreadable at this mention of her late husband. “I remember. He’ll be Adam’s grandson. Is
            this young fellow anything like his grandfather?”
         

         
         Mr. Edwards cleared his throat. Lord Adam, by all accounts, had been both sensible and charming. That had not saved him from
            a vicious falling out with his older brother, the fourth duke, and Lord Adam had left the family estates decades ago. “I’ve
            no idea, Your Grace. My reports are that Captain St. James is an honorable and respectable man.”
         

         
         She harrumphed. “Of what age? Is he married?”

         
         “About thirty years, ma’am, and he is not married, to the best of my knowledge.”

         
         She sighed. “It would be a military man.”
         

         
         Her second son had gone into the British army, and never come back from it. Her opinion of the army was not high.

         
         After a moment she roused herself. “I suppose we should be grateful that he’s survived this long. That may mean he’s very
            clever—or extremely stupid. I am not sure which I prefer. Who else?”
         

         
         Edwards withdrew another sheet of paper. “Mr. Maximilian St. James.”

         
         “I can tell from your tone of voice this one is not so respectable.”

         
         The solicitor gazed at her evenly. “He is a gamester, Your Grace. He has no other income that I can discern, but he is well-known
            at the gaming hells. He is descended from the second duke, is about twenty-seven years of age, and also has no wife.”
         

         
         “Such dissolute fools the young men of Britain are these days.” She frowned ferociously. “Are there no more?”

         
         “Er—perhaps.” He hesitated; this was the most delicate territory of all. “His Grace the fourth Duke had two younger brothers.”

         
         “Oh yes,” she said after a moment, a lilt of surprise in her voice. “Good heavens. I forgot about him.”

         
         Mr. Edwards nodded. Nearly everyone had, because the duke had ordered it so. Lord Adam had been banished, but his name was
            still spoken at Carlyle Castle. Lord Thomas St. James, on the other hand, had disappeared at the age of five as if he’d never
            existed. He had been his mother’s favorite son—so much so, that she took him with her when she fled her husband, the third
            duke, and returned to her native France. Rumor held she had gone back to the French vicomte who had been her lover. It was
            whispered that Lord Thomas might be his child.
         

         
         It had been an enormous scandal, and the third duke had declared both his wife and son dead to him. On one notorious occasion,
            half a dozen servants had been whipped for gossiping about her. After that, the names of the runaway duchess and her son were
            never mentioned by any of the Carlyle servants or staff. The fourth duke had been no more forgiving of his mother’s desertion,
            and in time Anne-Louise and her son Thomas had been all but forgotten.
         

         
         “I have made a few attempts to trace him and his mother, without success.” Mr. Edwards paused. “It has been several decades.
            Who knows where Lord Thomas may be?”
         

         
         The duchess sniffed. “His grandchildren, you mean. He would be a man of eighty or more, if he were still alive—Carlyle men
            do not live that long.” A fresh spasm of grief contorted her face for a moment before she went on. “And those grandchildren,
            if he had any, would be French.”
         

         
         “Likely so,” Mr. Edwards murmured. “I would have to launch a determined search to trace Lord Thomas and any of his descendants.”

         
         “Must you?” she snapped.

         
         He hesitated. “If a son or grandson of Lord Thomas should survive . . . His claim would be preeminent, Your Grace.”

         
         For a moment the duchess sat in grim disapproval. “An army man, a cardsharp, or a Frenchman,” she said sourly. Her gaze moved
            upward, over the exquisitely adorned ceiling of the room, over the tall gleaming windows, over the graceful furnishings and
            paintings in gilt frames. “And one of them will have Carlyle.” She turned back to Edwards. “Send for them. All of them, if
            you can find any relict of Thomas in France, but I want the other two here, as soon as they might come. I shan’t allow any
            callow fool or heartless scoundrel to take my son’s place.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “Attend me through next week,” she went on. “I will have some instruction regarding this decidedly lackluster lot of heirs,
            and there are some urgent matters about the estate which must be settled as well.”
         

         
         Mr. Edwards sighed. “Your Grace, I cannot handle all the affairs of the estate, even if I were to take up residence in the
            castle. You must allow me to engage a new estate steward. Mr. Grimes assures me he is utterly unable to return to his post,
            and I fear he never will be—”
         

         
         Irritably she waved one hand. “Very well. But on a trial basis only,” she added as the solicitor breathed a sigh of relief.
            “Grimes suits me very well and I shall hold out hope for his return.”
         

         
         Mr. Grimes was nearly seventy and had developed a lung condition; he would not be returning to his post. Mr. Edwards had already
            arranged his pension, needing only the duchess’s approval—and a replacement. In the meantime, the responsibility had fallen
            onto Mr. Edwards himself, and these six months had nearly driven him into his own retirement. “I shall make inquiries as soon
            as I reach London, ma’am.”
         

         
         “Hmph.” She gave him a dark glance and shook her finger at him. “A sober, reliable fellow, Mr. Edwards, with a vast experience
            of managing such an estate. Not one of these hungry young men who wishes to experiment with improvements to things that need
            no improving!”
         

         
         “Naturally, ma’am.”

         
         “You may go,” she announced, and the solicitor got to his feet, gathered his papers, and bowed his way out of the room.

         
         Sophia Constance St. James, once one of the most eligible heiresses in England, sat in her silk-upholstered chair, her bejeweled
            fingers clutching a handkerchief of finest Irish linen, and gazed vacantly through the tall mullioned window at the rolling
            sweep of lawn, prosperously dotted with sheep on the distant hills. It was Carlyle, as far as the eye could see and acres
            beyond.
         

         
         Almost sixty years ago she had come here as the young bride of George Frederick, the fourth duke, a man twice her age. On
            her wedding day her mother had whispered in her ear to stand her ground early, or to give way forever. She had chosen to stand
            her ground; she was the only child and heiress of a wealthy banker who brought immense wealth to her marriage, and she demanded
            that her husband recognize her worth. And he, tyrannical and arrogant though he was, had done it, because she gave him no
            choice.
         

         
         When he died, she’d expected a life of more ease and comfort, only to suffer the devastating loss of one son, a nearly fatal
            injury to her eldest child, and the death of her only daughter. Still, she had not quailed from her duty. For nearly thirty
            years she had been guardian of everything she could see, in her son’s stead, fiercely determined that Carlyle would be preserved
            and whole for the next generation.
         

         
         Now it would go to someone else’s son, and she would bury hers—affectionate, charming, beloved Stephen, her heart’s darling.
            Her throat tightened with misery. Three of her children, dead; all of her dreams and loves, gone. Although her eldest child
            still lived, he was no longer her Johnny, and he hadn’t had the sort of life she’d ever dreamt of for him. The vast, verdant
            vista out her window might have been a mirage.
         

         
         A rustle at her skirts disturbed her morose thoughts. “Oh, really, Percival,” she exclaimed as the ginger cat leapt into her lap.
         

         
         “I am sorry, Your Grace,” said Philippa Kirkpatrick, closing the door behind her. “He was lying in wait outside the door.”

         
         The duchess smiled, holding up the cat so they were face-to-face. “Never willing to be excluded, are you, my great beast?”
            She let him down and he curled up in her lap, lashing his tail across his face.
         

         
         “Shall I put him out?” asked Pippa.

         
         “No, no, let him be,” the duchess said, her fingers ruffling then smoothing the cat’s fur. “He is a comfort.”

         
         Quietly Pippa took a chair beside her. She folded her hands in her lap and waited.

         
         The duchess was grateful for that. Despite her youth, Pippa wasn’t one of those flighty modern girls, wild for dancing and
            flirting over cards with a beauty patch on her cheek. She was kind and sensible, with a tender, loyal heart. She had always
            been a sweet girl, from the first moment the duchess had seen her, on the day Jessica married Pippa’s father, Miles. Snug
            in his arms, young Pippa had gazed at her with big dark eyes and smiled, and the duchess had been instantly smitten.
         

         
         “See, Mama,” Jessica had said with a luminous smile, smoothing the little girl’s hair. “I’ve got a husband and a daughter
            at one fell swoop!” Jessica had loved Pippa like her own, and the duchess had followed suit. The girl had grown up to be very
            like Jessica, and privately the duchess wished Pippa had been her granddaughter.
         

         
         She sighed silently, sorrow flooding her again. She would never have grandchildren now. “Has Mrs. Humphries brought out the
            crepe?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am. The maids are covering the mirrors.”

         
         The duchess glanced at her, noting the color of her dress. “I see you’ve anticipated her.”

         
         Pippa smoothed her hands over her black skirt. “Lord Stephen was always very kind to me, ma’am. It’s not right for him to
            be gone so young.”
         

         
         “No,” murmured the duchess. Not right at all. “Edwards wanted to speak about the heir.”

         
         The girl’s eyes widened. “So soon? Oh, madam, how inconsiderate!”

         
         She flicked one hand, disturbing a meow from Percival. She resumed stroking his fur. “It’s not soon. I ought to have done
            it years ago, if I had not been so confident of Stephen . . .” She closed her eyes at the sudden memory of Stephen’s boyish
            laugh, his voice assuring her he knew his duty to Carlyle. Never fear, Mama, he’d promised when he came to tell her about his engagement to Miss Calvert. I shan’t let you down.

         
         With an effort she wrenched her mind away. She was surrounded by ghosts today. “Now the likely candidates are grown men, most
            certainly set in their ways, and surely unequal to the responsibility before them.” She paused. “I have no intention of letting
            Carlyle descend to an ignorant fool. I may have no say in which of them inherits, but I can and will exercise all leverage
            at my command to make them worthy of the title. I have sent for them.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” said Pippa after a startled pause.

         
         “I would like your help,” continued the duchess. “They will be quick to grasp my role, and, I have no doubt, attempt to flatter
            and appease me. But you . . . you, they will not be so eager to please. You must be my eyes and ears for their true feelings
            and intentions.”
         

         
         “Of course, ma’am. If you wish.”

         
         The duchess turned to her, smiling ruefully. “I do rely on you so, Pippa.”

         
         Pippa smiled back. “I shall do my best, Your Grace.”

         
         “I know you will. That is why I depend so heavily upon you, poor girl.”

         
         “Not poor at all! I’m pleased to be of some support to you.”

         
         The duchess patted her hand. “You always have been, child.” She gazed out the window again in silence for several moments.
            “The most likely heir is a military officer. I have hopes for him,” she said at last. “Thin hopes, but there you are. Mr.
            Edwards reports that he is a respectable man, whatever that means in the army. But the other . . .” She clicked her tongue
            in displeasure. “A gambler! And only very distantly related. No, I have no good expectations of him.”
         

         
         “They may surprise you, ma’am,” ventured Pippa.

         
         “And they may not!” said the duchess tartly. “But either of them is preferable to a Frenchman, of all people. How my husband
            would turn in his grave, to think of Carlyle going to a Frenchman.” She brooded on that for a moment before rousing herself.
            “The gambler is most likely a hopeless case. Once a gamester, always a gamester. It’s like an infection in the blood. As for
            the Frenchman . . .” She sighed. “I shall hope he does not even exist, or at the very least refuses to be found. No, we must
            pray for the best, and that means we pin our hopes on Captain St. James.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Maximilian St. James could see that his reputation had preceded him.

         
         It was obvious in the face of the periwigged butler, stiff and disapproving as he ordered Max’s baggage conveyed to a guest
            room upon his arrival. He discerned it in the weary, jaundiced glance the solicitor gave him when they met, reminiscent of
            the tutors who had sized him up before trying, vainly, to instill in him some scraps of Greek and theology.
         

         
         And he saw it mostly plainly in the face of the Duchess of Carlyle herself, who sat on her throne-like chair and fixed an
            unblinking, gimlet-eyed stare on him as if she expected him to slip pieces of the silver into his cuffs and steal them.
         

         
         Well. Max was used to that. And he did not care.

         
         After all, if the duchess didn’t want him here, she ought not to have sent a letter that strongly resembled a royal decree,
            imperiously demanding that he present himself at Carlyle Castle on this day, as if he were a servant or a dog to be summoned
            with a snap of her fingers.
         

         
         It had, alas, pricked his curiosity just enough to make him respond to the duchess’s letter instead of tearing it in half
            in front of the stiff-lipped servant who delivered it. There was just enough suggestion of advantage that he couldn’t ignore
            it.
         

         
         Max never ignored anything that could be put to his advantage. And this summons, for all its mystery and condescension, was
            very promising.
         

         
         Thus far his instincts had seemed on target, both with regard to the mystery and the potential advantage. After a solitary
            breakfast this morning, he’d gone exploring. The castle was a sprawling pile of stone but pristinely maintained, with ancient
            tapestries on the walls and priceless antiquities on the mantelpieces. No bankrupt aristocrats here, but wealth and power
            in abundance.
         

         
         And while he was here . . . Max took the opportunity to look up someone he’d heard about all his life. Trailed by a stone-faced
            footman, he strolled through the castle corridors until he found the gallery.
         

         
         There was his quarry, at the far end of the gallery: the second Duke of Carlyle, his long curled wig cascading over his polished
            armor, his face narrow and almost delicate, save for the thin mustache along his upper lip. A length of fine linen or lace
            was carelessly knotted around his neck, and fields and hills—presumably Carlyle—spread behind him into the distance.
         

         
         Max had always been well aware that a duke figured in his lineage. It had been his father’s favorite point of pride, and his
            mother’s main source of hope. He himself had used the fact to his benefit whenever possible, with the occasional fond thought
            for the ancient Frederick Augustus, whoever he was. Invoking his name, and hinting that Max was still close to the ducal branch
            of the family, had got him out of more than a few scrapes, even if it had never once led to actual improvement in his circumstances.
         

         
         He studied the man, his great-great-grandfather. Was there some resemblance? He doubted it. That fellow posed with arrogant
            command, confident in the wealth and power he held. Max, on the other hand . . . Too many scoundrels and hellhounds, all of
            them penniless, had come between the two of them for any kinship.
         

         
         “Cheers,” he quietly told the painting, giving his ancestor a brief nod. Then he turned and walked away.

         
         And now he sat in an ornate salon, enduring the suspicious eyes of his hostess with a faint smile, waiting. The duchess sat
            on an elaborately carved chair that would have made the Queen herself envious. She was a plump old lady, seventy if she were
            a day, her gray hair frizzed and piled fashionably high. Even though it was morning she wore a black silk gown, and the rings
            on her fingers could have kept even a very rakish gentleman in style for a year. Max could see the toes of her slippers, propped
            up as they were on a lavish gilded footstool, and the diamonds on her shoe buckles glittered at him.
         

         
         The solicitor sat at her elbow, a sober fellow in unrelieved black. The morning sunlight shone on the thinning hair atop his
            head. He was busily making notes on the papers in front of him, and only when he glanced up appraisingly did Max suspect that
            the notes were about him.
         

         
         Another guest had arrived, presumably just this morning. He hadn’t been at breakfast two hours ago, and there was still dust
            in the creases of his trousers, as if he’d hastily brushed them while still wearing them. He was taller than Max and surely
            outweighed him by a few stone, a rough-looking common sort of fellow. A soldier, was Max’s idle guess, even though the man
            wore regular clothes. He had that way of sitting in his chair that suggested he was accustomed to a sword on his hip. He must
            also have been summoned, for he took the chair beside Max’s and faced the duchess.
         

         
         No one bothered to introduce them.

         
         “Good morning,” said the duchess abruptly, before the two men could do more than exchange polite nods of acknowledgement.
            “I trust your journeys were without incident.”
         

         
         Max’s mouth curled. On the godforsaken mail coach, until he managed to charm a nearby innkeeper’s daughter to let him have
            a horse on credit. The roads were atrocious, it had rained the first day, and if not for the accommodating innkeeper’s daughter,
            he would have arrived bedraggled and on foot, baggage in hand, like a traveling peddler.
         

         
         “Yes, Your Grace,” said the soldier politely.

         
         “It was perfectly delightful,” drawled Max. He crossed one leg over the other and draped his wrist over his knee, the picture
            of rakish insolence.
         

         
         Her lips pinched at him. “Excellent. No doubt you wonder why I summoned you to Carlyle.” She turned to the solicitor. “Mr.
            Edwards will explain.”
         

         
         The solicitor adjusted his spectacles. “On the fourteenth of April last, Lord Stephen St. James, youngest brother of His Grace
            the Duke of Carlyle, fell ill and died.”
         

         
         The soldier had penetrating green eyes. He turned them on the duchess. “I offer my deepest sympathies, madam.”

         
         “Thank you, Captain,” she replied. “That is very kind of you.”

         
         “Unfortunately,” continued the solicitor, “Lord Stephen was His Grace’s nearest living heir. Carlyle himself has no children
            or wife.”
         

         
         The soldier jerked in his chair with an audible intake of breath. Max flicked a glance at him, but his face was expressionless.

         
         An odd thought lit up the back of Max’s mind. But no; it couldn’t be. He and the duke were only very distant cousins, and
            if anyone at Carlyle gave a damn what happened to him, they had never showed it. Eons ago, in Max’s childhood, his mother
            had appealed to Carlyle for aid, when his father had run off with another of his flirts and left them without money. He still
            remembered his mother’s tragic expression at the curt reply, with but five pounds enclosed. They had nearly starved that winter,
            being forced to stay with his mother’s family. Max’s father had returned home in the spring, drunk, penniless, and utterly
            unapologetic.
         

         
         He glanced at the soldier again. That one seemed to have a sense of what was up. He sat as alert as a pointer, all but quivering
            with eagerness to please.
         

         
         Max shifted in his chair. The captain must be another St. James relation. Nearer, or more distant? he wondered. Because there
            was only one reason it could possibly matter to either of them that the Duke of Carlyle’s heir had just died.
         

         
         And then the duchess confirmed it. “Lord Stephen has also left no wife or children. In their absence, it appears the dukedom
            will pass upon my son’s death to one of his distant cousins.” Her unimpressed gaze moved over each of them. “In short, to
            one of you.”
         

         
         Blessed Christ and all the angels. Max’s heart skidded violently in his chest before he could rein in his reaction. A dukedom—and not just any dukedom, but Carlyle, large and prosperous.
         

         
         But he did rein it in, because the next words out of the soldier’s mouth squelched his moment of euphoria. “That is most unexpected
            news, Your Grace,” he said in his deep, gravelly voice. “May I inquire how . . . ?”
         

         
         “Certainly,” she said crisply. “Mr. St. James is the great-great-grandson of the second duke.” She raised her brows at him,
            and Max inclined his head in agreement. “And you, Captain, are the great-grandson of the third duke.”
         

         
         So the soldier outranked him. Max silently let out his breath. It had been too incredible to be true.
         

         
         “This is quite shocking news, ma’am,” replied the captain. If the news had shocked him, he had recovered well. “But is there
            no one—?”
         

         
         The solicitor cleared his throat and opened his mouth. “No,” said the duchess shortly. “There is no one nearer.”

         
         A weighty look passed between them, and then the solicitor picked up the thread. “As you may not know, His Grace the Duke
            suffered a tragic injury many years ago. It has rendered him unable to take a wife and father direct heirs, which means there
            is no chance either of you will be supplanted by an heir apparent.” He drew a wide sheet of paper from under his elbow and
            spread it on the front of the table, facing them. “I have taken the liberty of documenting the family here.” He paused as
            Max and the soldier leaned forward in unison, craning their necks to see. “This documentation will be invaluable when the
            time comes to assert a claim, particularly as neither of you is a direct descendant of the current or previous holder of the
            title.”
         

         
         For the first time Max’s eyes met those of the captain. The other man looked as startled as Max felt. The Duke of Carlyle
            was incapable of fathering a child. His only heir was dead. And he was . . . Max took a brief glance at the neatly scripted
            family chart. The duke was nearly sixty years old.
         

         
         This . . . this was a pressing concern, he realized.

         
         “I see this has been something of a surprise to you,” announced the duchess into the silence. “It has been no less alarming
            to me.”
         

         
         Max’s hackles rose. He knew exactly what she meant. It might not have been so horrifying to them if they’d taken any interest
            in him years ago. “I wouldn’t precisely call it alarming,” he drawled. “A surprise, I’ll grant.”
         

         
         The duchess’s expression should have turned him into a pillar of ash. The solicitor sighed in disappointment. Even the captain
            gave him a disapproving look. Max simply smiled back at all of them.
         

         
         “The rules of inheritance are firm,” said the duchess, still eyeing him with distaste. “The title and entailed lands must
            descend through the male St. James line, and they will. One of you will be the next duke—Captain St. James, most likely, or
            Mr. St. James in the event tragedy befalls the captain.” From her expression, Max thought she’d consider his inheriting a
            calamity verging on the apocalypse.
         

         
         “There is a considerable fortune attached to the estate, naturally,” she went on. “It is an enormous responsibility, and neither
            of you have the slightest preparation to assume it.”
         

         
         “Naturally,” murmured Max.

         
         “I have had both of you investigated,” she went on, ignoring him. “The results were hardly reassuring, but we must deal with
            what we must. Neither of you has taken a wife yet.”
         

         
         “No, ma’am,” said the captain.

         
         Max could hardly feed himself some months, let alone a wife and the children who usually followed. The duchess, with her jewels
            and satin-covered footstools, hadn’t the slightest idea about him. “Not one of my own,” he said languidly.
         

         
         The silence was like a bubble of surprise. The lawyer took his meaning first, pressing his lips together and looking down.
            The captain cleared his throat, and the duchess glared daggers at him.
         

         
         “Nor have you taken any pains toward respectability, sir,” she shot back. “That is what troubles me, and that is why I sent
            for you. The Duke of Carlyle wields great power, and must do so with dignity and decorum.”
         

         
         Max thought of the last duke he’d seen—the young Duke of Umberton, gambling away eleven thousand pounds in one night and taking
            down his breeches to piss upon the faro table in a fit of pique. Dignity and decorum, indeed.
         

         
         “It is an awesome responsibility,” the captain was saying, as sober as a judge, lapping up her words as if they were scripture.
            “I hope I may become worthy of it.”
         

         
         His manner, obsequious to Max’s disdainful eyes, was nonetheless thawing the duchess’s frosty demeanor. She nodded at him.
            “I expect it of you, Captain.” The glance she gave Max was cold again. “And of you, Mr. St. James.”
         

         
         He dipped his head in acknowledgement.

         
         “I understand this may be a difficult request,” she went on. “I am prepared to help. Mr. Edwards will disburse to each of
            you five hundred pounds, immediately. I trust you will use it wisely, and return to Carlyle Castle in six months’ time more
            sober, refined gentlemen. If I am satisfied with your progress, I shall grant a further sum of one thousand five hundred pounds
            per year, to continue as long as you remain respectable.”
         

         
         Good Lord. Five hundred pounds now, fifteen hundred a year. For a moment he couldn’t believe his ears.

         
         But he had also heard the if in her statement, and realized this was not as heaven-sent as it appeared. “And if you are not satisfied?” he asked politely.
         

         
         She sighed at Max’s question. “If you do not, you shan’t have a farthing more from me. Are you really so stupid to throw away
            such a chance, Mr. St. James?”
         

         
         No, he certainly was not. Max tilted his head in deference. “I merely wished to know.”

         
         “I shall monitor your progress during the next six months.” She shot him a look of warning. “I am not the enemy. This offer
            is intended to help you. Do not delude yourself that Carlyle runs itself, or that a steward can be hired to do it all. You
            are both young men, neither raised with this expectation. It will be difficult for you to adjust, but you must rise to the
            occasion. I urge you to accept this proposal and take it seriously.”
         

         
         The captain cleared his throat. “Yes, of course, Your Grace. It is extremely generous of you.”

         
         “It is not generosity,” she retorted. “I have no wish to see Carlyle run into the ground. I wish to see it descend to someone
            who will appreciate its majesty, care for its dependents, and preserve it for future generations. To that purpose, you have
            six months to establish yourselves as someone capable of becoming that man. And you needn’t fear that the funds would cease
            if I should die,” she added, her dark eyes on Max again. “I will leave instructions in my will to continue the annuity so
            long as my conditions are met.”
         

         
         Max no longer felt like taunting her. By God, he’d never imagined a chance like this. She meant it. When a man’s luck turned
            like this, only a fool would ignore it.
         

         
         “What shall those conditions be, Your Grace?” he inquired.

         
         “Respectability,” she said crisply. “No outrageous behavior. Sobriety. The Dukes of Carlyle have long held positions of power
            in Westminster, and you would do well to take an interest in politics so that you are prepared to acquit yourselves well when
            you sit in the House of Lords. If you do not, someone else will be happy to take advantage of you, sooner or later.” She paused.
            “And I have always felt a wife settles a man. The next duke will need a legitimate heir. A suitable bride is necessary, and
            I advise you to turn your attention to finding one.”
         

         
         “We must marry?” asked the captain, a faint frown touching his face.

         
         “The Duke of Carlyle will need an heir,” she repeated. “If you do not provide one, Captain, Mr. St. James would become the
            heir presumptive.”
         

         
         Max and the soldier exchanged a fleeting glance. Not bloody likely, thought Max of his chances of becoming heir to the dukedom under that man. The captain was the sort who did what was expected
            of him. No doubt he was thinking of a woman right now who would leap at the chance to become his future duchess.
         

         
         Not that Max could blame him. Everyone in this room knew he would be a terrible duke.
         

         
         “Mr. Edwards will answer any further questions,” said the duchess as the clock chimed softly. She got to her feet, and a large
            ginger cat strolled from beneath her chair with a yawn and a stretch.
         

         
         “If I may, Your Grace . . .” The soldier leapt forward to help her, bending solicitously near as he offered his arm. Max caught
            a few quiet words as they walked toward the door, and gathered the captain was concerned particularly about the question of
            a wife. Max could have sworn the fellow was asking the duchess to choose a woman for him.
         

         
         Thank God he wouldn’t have that problem. He turned to the solicitor, who sat with smooth hands folded neatly on his papers.
            “An annuity for good behavior.”
         

         
         Edwards’s spectacles gleamed. “Her Grace wishes it.”

         
         “And are you the man who shall judge that her conditions are met?”

         
         “I am.”

         
         “Marriage,” said Max thoughtfully. “Sobriety. Those are well-defined; a man is married, or he is not. He drinks, or he does
            not. Respectability . . .” He made an equivocating motion with one hand. “That is less objective.”
         

         
         “I grasp your concern.” Mr. Edwards removed his spectacles. “My advice would be to consider whether or not you would be content
            to acknowledge your actions in the town square. If you would proclaim them proudly, I believe you’ll have little to fear from
            Her Grace.”
         

         
         Max thought not. He thought that the duchess would be appalled by a solid half of the things he had done in town squares,
            to say nothing of what he’d done in gaming hells and theater boxes and pleasure gardens. But then, Her Grace had no conception
            of what his life had been.
         

         
         “I see,” he replied politely to the attorney.

         
         The captain was still speaking with the duchess, his shoulders hunched over as he bent his head down to hers. Max rested one
            hand on his hip and tapped his fingers. The velvet of his coat was worn there from the nervous habit. What was the captain
            so eager to know?
         

         
         He couldn’t shake the feeling that the man was trying to steal a march on him somehow. But how? The captain, as the duchess
            had spelled out earlier, had a nearer claim than Max, and nothing either of them did would change that. The captain had the
            inside lane already.
         

         
         But if the duchess approved of the captain’s bride, she might settle an additional amount on him. Was that what the man was
            after? Fifteen hundred pounds per annum was significant—a bloody fortune, in Max’s eyes—but it was surely a trifle to the
            mistress of Carlyle Castle. “Does she expect to choose our brides?” he murmured, only partly to the solicitor.
         

         
         Mr. Edwards’s face grew pained. “Indeed not. Surely—surely you wouldn’t think of wedding an actress or a courtesan?”

         
         “No,” said Max, smiling faintly at the confirmation that the attorney did, in fact, expect him to do precisely that. “Nothing
            like it.” His gaze lingered on the captain. That fellow wanted the duchess’s approval desperately, and he wasn’t hiding it.
         

         
         Max instinctively recoiled from doing the same. The duchess thought he was a thoroughgoing rogue already, incapable of making
            a correct decision. If the captain—who obviously stood far higher in her favor—allowed her to ride roughshod over him, she
            would think Max deserved it, too, if not worse.
         

         
         Max wasn’t about to let the duchess, or anyone, pull his strings.

         
         But perhaps . . . perhaps she had handed him the chance to cut those strings once and for all.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         For almost sixty years, a pottery works at the bottom of Marslip Hill had produced earthenware by the Tate family. It was
            in all respects a family business; each new generation of children was exposed to all aspects of the industry, to see where
            they might fit in best. Brides were wed from neighboring families, knowing what to expect and proud to ally themselves with
            the Tates.
         

         
         Like many family businesses, it had been the desire of each generation of Tates to see his sons join him and take over the
            works eventually. For three generations it had happened just that way. But the current owner, Samuel Tate, had no sons, only
            two daughters. And although he loved them both dearly, never had he wished for sons more than on this day, in the middle of
            this blistering argument with not just one but both daughters at once.
         

         
         “Papa!” Bianca was in a full-fledged fury. “You’ve gone mad!”

         
         “Not a bit,” he returned. “It’s a brilliant idea and will be the making of us.”

         
         “The making of you,” she flung back. “Not Cathy! You’re trying to ruin her life!”
         

         
         They both turned toward the elder sister, who had sat mute and morose through the entire argument. At their regard, tears
            obligingly welled up in her big blue eyes. One streaked down her pink cheek as if trailed by the brush of an artist. “No,
            Bee,” she protested, her voice raspy from tears. “That’s too far . . .”
         

         
         Bianca was having none of it. “Ruin,” she repeated forcefully. “Break her heart and overrule her will!”
         

         
         Their father made a face and waved one hand. “Spare me the dramatics. It’s an excellent match! She said herself it wouldn’t
            be anything like ruin.”
         

         
         Bianca’s fingers itched to throw something at him, and a compotier stood obligingly nearby, waiting on the corner of the table
            for approval. Unfortunately it was one of the new ones, shaped like a hollowed-out strawberry leaf with curling vines forming
            the handles and charming little clusters of berries nestled around the base. It had been made by their best modeler, a truly
            beautiful piece—so she reluctantly refrained. “Cathy should not have to say anything. She should have been the one who came to you about her marriage, not the other way around.”
         

         
         “Now, Bee,” Samuel said, putting his hands out diplomatically. “Would you have me throw aside a great opportunity for either
            one of you? St. James is a gentleman—what’s more, he’s a gentleman who’s heir to a duke.” He shook an admonishing finger.
            “Your sister, a duchess! And you want me to sit quietly by and tell him no, without even considering it?”
         

         
         Bianca folded her arms. “So you’re only considering it? And Cathy shall decide, freely and absolutely?”

         
         His gaze veered away. “I shall counsel her, of course . . .”

         
         “You’ve already made up your mind!” She paced the room, her skirts swinging and threatening the safety of a row of egg cups
            on the lower shelf, before abruptly stopping in front of her sister. “Cathy, do you want to marry Mr. St. James?” she asked,
            as evenly and calmly as she could manage.
         

         
         The tears pooled again. “It—it is a very eligible match,” said Cathy hesitantly. “And a great honor to be asked . . .”

         
         “And do you wish to be his wife, to live at his side and bear his children, to subjugate your desires to his own, to suffer
            his temper and indulge his vanities, from now until the day you die?” prompted Bianca.
         

         
         “And you accuse me of influencing her!” exclaimed their father, erupting from his seat.

         
         Another tear rolled down Cathy’s face. “Bianca . . .”

         
         “Do you?” Bianca repeated.

         
         Her sister’s eyes darted to their father, now glowering from his side of the room. “I—I don’t wish to disappoint Papa . . .”

         
         “See?” Samuel stalked over and took Cathy’s hand. “Catherine, my dear, I want your happiness—as well as your security and
            comfort, and a man like St. James can amply provide both.”
         

         
         “Not with any money of his own,” put in Bianca.

         
         “He’s a cousin of the Duke of Carlyle,” continued Samuel, his attention fixed on his elder daughter. “Imagine that! You would
            move in the finest circles, with duchesses and countesses—perhaps even princesses. Why, one outbreak of smallpox and you might
            become a duchess yourself.”
         

         
         “Perhaps you can ask the vicar to add that to the marriage service,” Bianca added snidely. “Blessed Lord, may it please you
            to smite the following persons with smallpox . . .”
         

         
         Samuel’s ears were red. He resolutely kept his back to her. “And he’s a handsome fellow, isn’t he? All the girls could hardly
            stop speaking of him when he came to dinner last month.”
         

         
         “Perhaps he’ll have one of them,” muttered Bianca. “Or more likely, all of them. He has a dissolute air about him . . .”

         
         “Young and clever, handsome and eligible,” finished Samuel in a growl, shooting a furious glance at his younger daughter,
            who only shrugged. “If you’d brought him to me, I would have given my blessing at once. Does it really matter who introduced
            him to you?”
         

         
         “Does it really matter who shares his bed and belongs to him?” Bianca tapped her chin as if in thought.

         
         “Enough!” roared Samuel, his patience gone at last. “That’s enough from you!”

         
         “And from you!” she blazed back. “Mama would be appalled!”

         
         That charge vibrated in the air. Cathy sucked in a frightened gasp. Samuel snatched off his wig and threw it on his desk,
            looking as though he were choking on a curse. “Enough,” he snarled. “Enough!” He stalked around the desk and put his hands
            on his hips, the sign he was done speaking to them, and they were expected to go.
         

         
         Still sniffling, Cathy rushed to the door. There she paused, clutching her apron, her flawless cheeks mottled red and her
            eyes waterlogged. “Bianca,” she said softly. “Come, Bee.”
         

         
         Bianca struggled, but there was no choice. Something must get through to her father about the barbarity of his actions. No—there
            was nothing else—it must be done. The compotier struck the wall with a satisfying, expensive crash. Ignoring both her pang
            of regret at destroying the piece and her father’s bellow of outrage, she stormed from the room, catching her sister’s hand
            and pulling her along, down the stairs out of the shop, and up the hill to their home.
         

         
         “How dare he!” she seethed, slamming her way into the sitting room and sending Jane, the young maid, scuttling out with a
            yelp of panic. “He must have been struck by some horrible malady—perhaps stood too near the kilns and melted his brain—”
         

         
         “You know he didn’t.” Cathy, still gasping for breath after the furious charge up the hill, staggered to the settee and sank
            down. “An advantageous marriage is not an unreasonable thing for a father to suggest . . .”
         

         
         “Don’t ever say that!” Hands jammed on her hips, Bianca leaned over her wilting sister. “He proposed to sell you like a suckling
            pig in the market, without so much as asking your opinion!”
         

         
         “Now, Bianca.” Cathy shook her head in reproach. “That’s not the way it was.”

         
         “Why are you defending this?” Bianca was honestly amazed. “I thought you didn’t care for Mr. St. James at all.”

         
         The man who had lobbed his grapeshot shell of a marriage proposal into their happy family was not entirely a stranger to them.
            Maximilian St. James had met their father in London at a philosophical meeting, during a dinner at the home of one of Papa’s
            business associates. Samuel had come home impressed with the fellow, praising his intelligence and manners.
         

         
         Bianca, thinking him nothing more than another idle gentleman taking advantage of Lord Sherwood’s famed hospitality, had paid
            little attention. There was far too much for her to tend to at home to expend much care on any idle gentleman—for St. James
            was clearly a gentleman, not a working man. Despite Samuel’s obvious infatuation, he made no mention of anything useful that
            the man did, unlike Lord Sherwood, who had founded a practical school for artisans, or Mr. Hopkins, who crafted the most beautiful
            clocks when he wasn’t reading Diderot’s Encyclopédie.
         

         
         Then Samuel invited the man to Staffordshire, to their home. Dinner parties fell under Cathy’s purview: which tablecloths
            to use, how to arrange the silver to best reflect the flowers and candles, whether the goose should be dressed with watercress
            or stuffed with sage and bread. She had their mother’s flair for style and entertaining.
         

         
         That time Bianca did take note of Mr. St. James. It was hard not to, as he arrived like a peacock strutting into the midst
            of a bevy of plain, sober grouse. Tall and lean, he wore his dark hair unpowdered and long, not caring that it curled around
            his shoulders like a Boucher Madonna’s. The embroidery on his burgundy velvet coat sparkled in the candlelight, and his sharp
            London wit set him aside from the earnest scientists and philosophers who filled the table.
         

         
         Still, her feeling then had not been negative. Despite being so attractive, he was obviously well-read and, as Papa had said,
            intelligent. If he were pottery, though, he would have been a tureen: handsome and expensively made, drawing every eye around
            the table, but hollow, and good for nothing more than holding the humble soup. Bianca expected he’d got his fill of philosophy
            and commoners, and wouldn’t be back.
         

         
         Instead he reared his head mere months later—just yesterday in fact, proposing to marry Cathy, with whom he’d barely exchanged
            an hour’s conversation.
         

         
         “He’s a very eligible gentleman,” Cathy replied to her demand. “He is cousin to a duke, you know.”

         
         “Which makes him nothing,” Bianca retorted. “It has given him pretensions, though . . .”
         

         
         Cathy flushed. “But he’s not from Marslip, he’s from London. To be singled out by a gentleman is an honor, and you know that
            a connection to the Duke of Carlyle would mean so much to Papa.”
         

         
         “I don’t know what great benefit Papa hopes to reap from being able to say he dines with the distant cousin of a duke. There
            must be a thousand such people in Britain.”
         

         
         For the first time her sister frowned at her, returning somewhat to her usual poise. “You’re being deliberately obstinate.”

         
         Bianca’s lips parted. She sank down to the floor and grasped her sister’s hand. “Oh Cathy—you’re considering this mad proposal,
            aren’t you? Why? Was I wrong about Mr. Mayne?”
         

         
         A minute shudder rippled through her sister at that name. “I find—” Cathy stopped and cleared her throat. “I find that if
            I don’t think of him, Papa’s plan is very . . . sensible.”
         

         
         Sensible. Not exciting, or thrilling, or even desirable. It would please Papa, and Cathy, ever anxious to do that, would throw
            aside the man she did love for one she did not. Bianca’s temper began to smolder anew.
         

         
         “All right. Perhaps it is,” she said quietly, watching her sister’s face. “I suppose you’d be married here, in the church
            at Marslip. Shall you have Mr. Mayne read the banns, do you think, or will Papa insist on a license?” Cathy said nothing but
            her chin trembled. “In that case we could have the wedding here, in this room. I’m sure Mr. Mayne won’t mind, and it would
            be more convenient for Aunt Frances. After that, I suppose Mr. St. James will prefer to live in London.”
         

         
         The color drained from Cathy’s cheeks.

         
         Bianca went on. “It’s such a long way away. I do hope you’ll come visit at times—it won’t be the same without you. How shall
            I know which tablecloths to use, or whether Mr. Mayne should sit beside Mrs. Arlington or Mr. Soames, when you’re not here
            to—”
         

         
         “Stop!” Cathy shot off the settee and flung herself against the wall in the corner. Her shoulders shook. “Stop, Bee!”

         
         “I’m not doing anything,” she pointed out. And then she waited.

         
         Unlike Bianca, Cathy hadn’t inherited their father’s iron will; she had more of their mother’s desire to please, especially
            to please Samuel. Papa had overwhelmed her this time, like a sudden hurricane blowing in and flattening her to the ground
            before she knew what was happening.
         

         
         But Cathy was Samuel’s daughter, too, and once she recovered from the shock of her father’s suggestion and realized what it
            would mean, she would pick herself up and discover her spine.
         

         
         And she did. After a few minutes of silent sobbing against the wall, Cathy straightened, dabbed her eyes dry, and hesitantly
            turned back to face Bianca. “You think I’m a terrible coward, don’t you?”
         

         
         She shook her head.

         
         Cathy went to the window and drew aside the curtain. The pottery works lay down the hill, smoke puffing industriously from
            the kiln chimneys. “Papa thinks it’s a good match,” she murmured, almost to herself. “But he can’t want me to move so far
            from Marslip . . .”
         

         
         Bianca said nothing.

         
         “London is a massive city,” Cathy went on, her voice growing stronger and more despairing at the same time. “And so far! I
            might not see you or Papa again for years!”
         

         
         Bianca pinched a loose thread from the hem of her apron and bided her time.

         
         “And Mr. Mayne—” Cathy stopped. Her knuckles were white where she gripped the curtain.

         
         After a fraught minute of silence, Bianca stirred. “I suppose it would be a great surprise to him.”

         
         Her sister made a noise like a sob. “It would.”

         
         “I always thought he was so fond of you,” Bianca went on carefully. “And you of him.”

         
         Silence.

         
         Bianca climbed to her feet. “Only you know what you want, Cathy. You’re right—Mr. St. James is very eligible, and perhaps
            he will inveigle Carlyle to buy a large and expensive dinner service from Papa. He might exhibit it, like Mr. Wedgwood did—the
            Duke’s Service! Papa would like that very much, I grant you, and it wouldn’t be bad for our factory, either, for the world
            to see our work on a noble table. So Papa would be pleased as anything, and you would have a charming, intelligent gentleman
            for your husband.” Cathy seemed turned to marble, she was so still. The devil inside Bianca prodded her to add, “And he is devilishly handsome. Rather puts the Marslip lads to shame, in fact, even Mr. Mayne—”
         

         
         Cathy turned on her in a swirl of skirts. “Don’t,” she growled. “Don’t say it!”

         
         Bianca relented. She could tell her arrow had hit its mark; it wanted only time to do its work. “I won’t,” she promised, squeezing
            her sister’s hands. “It is your decision, after all—your life, your marriage, and your heart. I will support you and help
            you, no matter what you decide, so long as it is what you want.”
         

         
         Pale and somber, Cathy nodded. “Thank you, Bianca.”

         
         She kissed her sister’s cheek. “Of course! Now I should get back to work. That red glaze isn’t quite as bright as I would
            like it to be, and it has an appalling tendency to blister if it’s not applied just perfectly.” She made a face. “Since no
            handsome strangers have seen fit to ride up and offer to marry me and sweep me away from glazes and pots and Marslip!”
         

         
         Cathy laughed. Bianca smiled. They both knew she would never leave her workbench, where she experimented with glazes and minerals
            to improve Tate pottery, and Bianca’s setdowns of any local young men who sidled too close to her were legendary.
         

         
         And they also both knew Cathy was desperately in love with Mr. Mayne the curate. Mayne hadn’t asked for her hand yet only
            because he was waiting for his waspish elderly grandmother to die and leave him her modest fortune.
         

         
         Time, Bianca thought to herself. That was all they needed. She only had to stall Papa long enough for Cathy to realize what he
            was asking of her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         This time Max rode to Marslip on a horse of his own, which allowed him to study the property at some leisure.

         
         Samuel Tate came from a long line of potters, though none of them had had his business acumen. Under his hand the pottery
            factory had grown and prospered, and he’d built a small empire at the foot of Marslip Hill, rather grandly named Perusia.
            Tate produced very handsome dinnerware, with brilliant glazes and beautifully done etchings and ornamentation. Numerous wealthy
            and aristocratic families in Britain dined off Tate platters and plates. By a stroke of good fortune, Tate’s brother-in-law
            had been one of the engineers when the mania for canals swept the country, and so a branch canal ran near enough for Perusia
            wares to be shipped to Liverpool and London quickly and efficiently.
         

         
         With quality wares and a reliable shipping method, Tate should have been the richest potter in the country. He was a clever
            man, and ambitious. Max had been impressed when they met at the home of a mutual acquaintance, Lord Sherwood.
         

         
         But Tate had curious blind spots as well. Sherwood confided that the man had had difficulties collecting payment from some
            of those aristocratic patrons, even as the patrons exhibited their custom dinnerware with pride.
         

         
         Max wasn’t surprised by that. He was surprised that Tate seemed to accept it, even as it cost him dearly. Max could see a dozen ways to improve the profitability
            of the business, and when he’d mentioned this—idly, almost absently—to Tate, the man seemed struck by the thought. It had
            led to an invitation to Perusia itself, which Max had accepted even though it lay in the wilds of Staffordshire.
         

         
         He could see exactly how large and prosperous Perusia was. The factory occupied four long brick buildings, arranged in the
            shape of an E a short distance from the canal. The tall bottle-shaped kilns stood in a cluster at one end, smoke welling industriously
            from the chimneys. The workmen were neat and purposeful, and always hurrying about their business. A steady stream of barges
            came and went at the factory landing.
         

         
         It was an opportunity, and Max was ever ready to seize an opportunity. He saw brilliant possibilities in a partnership: Tate
            managing the factory as he’d been doing, while Max assumed the chore of marketing and selling the wares, not just in London
            and Liverpool but across Europe and even into America.
         

         
         Alas, at that dinner Max had sensed that Tate was less enamored of a partnership than he was. Everyone in the Perusia business
            appeared to be family—a cousin traveling to the warehouse in Liverpool, a nephew managing the books, the engineering brother-in-law.
            It had seemed yet another opportunity just out of his reach, another chance he would helplessly watch slip away, until the
            Duchess of Carlyle dropped the key into Max’s hand. She may not have intended for him to use it this way, but Max was quietly
            sure of two things.
         

         
         First, that he would never be the Duke of Carlyle. Captain St. James had spent the entirety of their visit to Carlyle Castle
            ingratiating himself with the duchess. Over dinner he’d talked of taking a house near the castle, to better study the workings
            of the estate from Mr. Edwards, and of his hope to meet a respectable woman and settle down as soon as possible. The soldier
            virtually oozed earnest sincerity and dogged determination. It was almost amusing, really, how transparent his solicitude
            was. He all but kissed the duchess’s shoe, and practically begged her to choose a wife for him, all the better to please her.
         

         
         But it worked; the duchess seemed more satisfied than amused at his fawning, and promised to introduce the captain to women
            she deemed eligible and appropriate. Max thought the duchess would have him married before the harvest was in, and securely
            under her thumb as well.
         

         
         So the captain would be the next duke, but Max was still promised an income. He didn’t like the prospect of having to prove
            himself every year to get it, though, and he wanted no part of giving the duchess any sort of control over his behavior, even
            if he wasn’t quite the wastrel she clearly believed him to be.
         

         
         That had been the germ of his plan. Tate required a keener, more ruthless eye; Max possessed that, but required an opportunity
            to put it to use. And by a most fortunate coincidence, Tate also had a beautiful unmarried daughter, who’d kept an excellent
            table and blushed very prettily at Max’s compliments during his visit to Perusia.
         

         
         So secondly, Max meant to seize this chance to make his own marriage and secure his own fortune. With five hundred pounds—less
            the two hundred required to settle a few pressing debts and other expenses, get a horse, and refurbish his wardrobe a bit—and
            the promise of an income of fifteen hundred, plus a close kinship with the Carlyles, he was perfectly poised to sweep a lovely,
            sheltered country girl off her feet.
         

         
         Particularly if that country girl had no brothers and a prosperous father who was already disposed to like him.

         
         Max sensed this proposal would appeal to Tate. Not just a business partner but a son-in-law, who could care for the man’s
            family after he was gone. Not a fortune hunter, but a gentleman with an independent income, even if one dependent on a duchess’s
            whim. Not just a London gentleman but one with connections to a duke, elevating the man’s status now and his descendants later.
         

         
         And Miss Tate was a beauty, petite and delicate. She came to his shoulder, with inky dark curls and wide blue eyes. Her voice
            was soft and musical, and she had presided over dinner with grace and a sweet, innocent charm.
         

         
         Max couldn’t help smiling in anticipation as he dismounted in front of the handsome brick house. It was new, built less than
            a decade ago when Tate’s fortunes began to rise. Max had lived in too many old houses, with smoky chimneys and crumbling plaster
            and leaking roofs, to have any affection for them. He heartily approved of this snug new house, as well as the lovely, wealthy
            bride who would come with it.
         

         
         Samuel Tate came out to meet him, a broad smile on his square face. “St. James! Welcome to Perusia.”

         
         “It is my very great pleasure to be invited again.” He handed off the reins to the lad who came for his horse and swept off
            his tricorn hat as he bowed.
         

         
         “Come in, come in! I’d begun to fear the rains would wash out the road and delay you.”

         
         Max smiled. “Yes, the road was in bad shape. Perhaps I shall propose to Carlyle that he put up a bill to extend the turnpike
            to Marslip.”
         

         
         Tate’s eyes brightened. “An excellent idea, sir! The other potters and I have asked for such a thing before, but I’m sure
            His Grace’s approval would be an immense aid.”
         

         
         “No doubt,” agreed Max, still smiling. The current duke would probably ignore his request, but the soldier seemed a practical
            fellow, and Max suspected he was the sort to feel responsible for family. A skillful presentation and a little emotional pressure
            might bring him around.
         

         
         He didn’t mean to be a parasite on Tate. Quite the opposite; Max intended to make Perusia the most successful pottery works
            in all of England—perhaps Europe.
         

         
         Together they walked down the hill to the factory, talking of London. Tate was intrigued by all the news from town, particularly
            of the enduring passion for antiquities from Rome and Athens. Max answered equably, deducing that the man was thinking of
            new items for his factories. And this was, after all, his expertise. Max spent his life among the most fashionable set, even
            if he couldn’t afford that life himself.
         

         
         “Now, then,” said Tate, clasping his hands when they had reached his private office, overlooking the humming workshops below.
            “I suppose you’re anxious to hear my reply on the matter you wrote about to me.”
         

         
         Max inclined his head. “I am.”

         
         Samuel shifted in his seat. “You have the devil’s own timing, sir. That question had been on my mind lately.” He paused, his
            gaze assessing. “You’re not from Marslip, but you’ve got a clever head on your shoulders, and I admit I was struck by our
            conversations earlier about improving and spreading the reputation of our wares. But one thing concerns me greatly, and that
            is the depth of your interest.”
         

         
         “In the business,” asked Max, “or in your daughter?”

         
         “Both,” replied Samuel bluntly.

         
         “Of course.” Max crossed one leg over the other. “I would call it sincere and fathoms deep, on both counts. I am deeply impressed
            by what you’ve built, sir. After our conversation at Lord Sherwood’s, I considered proposing a mere business arrangement,
            whereby I would manage showrooms in London and other cities, and split the profits from it. A fair and equitable partnership.
         

         
         “But then I was invited to Perusia and met Miss Tate.” He leaned forward and rested one elbow on the table. “I sense that
            you are a man devoted to two things in life: this pottery works, and your family. It only made my admiration for you grow.
            We may not have been raised in similar circumstances, but I envy you both of those dear concerns.”
         

         
         Tate harrumphed. “You’re cousin to a duke.”

         
         Max opened his hands almost penitently. “We did not presume upon the St. Jameses of Carlyle Castle. My mother preferred I
            grow up not thinking too highly of myself, but to have humility and a sense of self-reliance. And it’s served me well,” he
            added in the same humble tone.
         

         
         It was not a lie. He merely omitted that there had been no alternative, nor any desire to debase himself by begging them after
            that callously sent five pounds.
         

         
         “But recently those relations have become more cordial,” he went on. “I spent several days at Carlyle Castle becoming acquainted
            with Her Grace the Duchess as well as my other St. James cousin. It may not be known widely, but His Grace’s brother recently
            fell ill and died, leaving the dukedom without a direct heir. My cousin is the heir presumptive, but
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