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      London, March 1815

      

      James Francis Barrow, Duke of Heighbury, met the older man’s wrinkled hand with a firm shake.

      Four of James’s companions clapped him on the back. “Congratulations!”

      His jubilant smile curdled into the briefest of frowns.

      Had James made a terrible mistake? Should he have let the old man pay his debt instead of offering to settle it for him?

      “Well, now that is done. Let us celebrate with some cheer.” Sir Edgar Middleton raised a trembling finger to signal another round, but James caught the man’s wrist.

      “I think we’ve done enough celebrating, sir. If we do much more, we won’t have any left in us for the actual event.”

      The man bobbed his head, slowed by too many pints. “Capital, capital. I will expect the papers to me in the next week. You shall come to Middleton Grange thereafter and meet my daughter.”

      James readily agreed and downed the rest of his ale.

      “You lucky dog, you’ve outdone yourself this time. Just think, not only do you save your inheritance and increase your estate with a fine piece of land, but you gain a filly to seal the bargain,” Sir Lawrence D’Arby of London, James’s distant cousin on his father’s side, interjected with a knowing smirk. His raucous laughter sent a warning through James’s bones.

      Shrugging off doubt, James assured Middleton that he’d be in touch soon and hailed the poor sop a carriage to carry him back to his London lodgings. When the hackney had disappeared into the London fog, James returned to the group and announced he’d also be leaving.

      “Ho, there. Stay, and let’s have some supper,” D’Arby said, his black eyes brimming with amusement.

      “Another time, perhaps.” James wrapped his cloak around him and nearly reached the exit when his cousin stopped him.

      “I’d say you’ve got yourself quite a bargain.” D’Arby pressed his lips together and raised his eyebrows in typical fashion.

      Only if Middleton’s daughter agrees to be my wife.

      He thought he might remember meeting the girl last spring at a ball. A quiet, unassuming beauty who seemed less pleased with her surroundings than other wallflowers waiting to fill dance cards. But time was running out. According to his late father’s will, if the duke didn’t marry by his thirtieth birthday, he would lose his inheritance to D’Arby and be unable to maintain his family estate of many generations.

      “This is the last time I’ll see you at these gaming tables. I refuse to be a party to such underhandedness.” James had grown weary of D’Arby’s surreptitious behavior in recent months.

      D’Arby sneered. “Admit it, Cousin. You enjoy the fruits of your labor just as much as I do.”

      James shook his head. “Not in this manner.” He set his jaw. Even he had morals when taking advantage of a drunken old gentleman whose lack of judgment nearly lost his estate to a swindler like D’Arby.

      “Then why don’t you run after the old fool and tell him it’s off? I’ll be happy to assume the debt. He did, after all, lose to me. You are far too kind to pay it for him. So long as you keep your part of the bargain to me.” D’Arby’s guffaw sent a bite up James’s spine. “I see, Your Grace. You’d rather save your own hide than his. Admit it. Your morals are no different than mine.” D’Arby slapped him on the back. “Look on the sunny side. You get the better of the pact anyhow, old chap. You get to marry the girl. Or would you prefer to trade places again?”

      If he hadn’t been under such good regulation, James would have set him a facer, like he had the day he discovered his then betrothed, Lady Genevieve Waterford of Brighton, in D’Arby’s arms. Realizing that both parties deserved each other freed the duke from a miserable future. Her father, the Marquess of Hollingsworth, had discreetly released his daughter from the betrothal to save his family’s reputation.

      Instead of indulging D’Arby’s remark with his fist, he closed the door behind him with a sharp click.
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        * * *

      

      Middleton’s hand shook but not from the third glass of brandy. As he stared into the flames, his eyes glazed over; the paper detailing his contract with the duke crinkled in his gnarled hand.

      The door to the study opened, and a familiar voice stirred him from his reverie.

      “Papa?” His only daughter, Willa, approached and eased the crystal glass out of his grasp. “That’s quite enough for tonight.”

      He nodded, offering a feeble smile. Blinking, he attempted to focus on the room.

      So many memories from generations of family surrounded him. Tokens of travel to France and Ireland, books on adventures and education, and scents of leather and tobacco narrated a comfortable life as a country gentleman.

      His great grandfather’s portrait hung above the fireplace, staring down in judgment. Tears pricked his eyes, and he could no longer contain himself.

      “My dear girl, we must have ourselves a chat.”

      “About what, Papa?”

      The truth must come out. Middleton never wanted to place the responsibility on her delicate shoulders, but they were well past his pride. If the Grange were to be saved, she would be the solution.

      He took her hands in his, a smile masking the melancholy in his heart.

      “About your future.”
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        Surrey, Wednesday, April 19, 1815

      

      

      
        
        My dearest Cassandra,

        I have the most preposterous news. Whilst you are always the first to hear any news from the Grange, I have a devastating tale to share. Prepare yourself. There is no joy in these lines.

        I fear my family has chosen my path for me. Papa has bargained me to a man without my consent, and Aunt Rosamunde has approved the transaction. If only my dear mama were still living to protect me from this most grievous blunder.

        Papa has compromised our family estate, and I am the solution. This stranger to whom I have no temptation to meet, much less marry, will become the savior to Middleton Grange, but only if I consent to be his wife in but a fortnight.

        If I accept the arrangement, Middleton Grange will be saved. If I refuse, we shall be destitute in mere months. How could Papa have been so reckless with our fortune? And why would a wealthy, titled man need more property and a wife far beneath his rank? Dearest Cassandra, my most beloved friend and confidante, pray, rescue me from this abomination before I am lost forever.

      

      

       

      Wilhemina Rose Middleton sat at the writing table in her bedchamber, preparing the shocking update for her cousin. How she wished she could share the news in person, hiding beneath the bedcovers as they had in childhood. No matter the method of conveying the information, her life as she knew it was finished. Wilhemina sighed. The crackling of the fireplace was no longer a comfort but an ominous accent to the regrettable situation her papa had placed her in.

      Laughter in the salon reached the tips of her ears, but the festive mood remained outside an invisible gate to her spirit.

      How can I marry a stranger?

      The goose quill in her hand quivered, and then the tremor grew more violent as rage bore within Wilhemina. If she were honest, it wasn’t just anger that drove her extremities to shake. The bothersome trembling in her hands had come on recently, and she knew not why.

      She pulled a loose mahogany curl from the knot at her nape until it unfurled into a limp strand. Inhaling, the aroma of her favorite tea from the untouched cup on her desk beckoned her. Instead of drinking the Bohea, she pressed on with her assignment to inform her cousin and closest confidante of the impending arrival of her doom. Or, as her father had arranged, her future bridegroom. She returned to the correspondence, determined to post the letter first thing tomorrow morn. 

      
        
        Papa has reminded me of no offers from last Season. Thus, he has sold me, his most dutiful daughter, to the highest bidder to marry me off as a stipulation to satisfy the gambling debt he owes the Duke of Heighbury. I had the unfortunate luck of being slighted by the man last spring at a ball. Being in London, you might have heard of him. He is known for his unsavory connections and behavior with ladies of the ton.

      

      

      Willa paused. Reflecting on a singular balmy evening almost a year before, she remembered how his dark eyes had dismissed her in a modicum of consideration among a line of other debutantes. Perhaps she had not been a member of the upper society as most of the other young ladies. It offered a poor excuse for a proper gentleman to disregard any lady’s presence–not to mention the gossip surrounding his broken engagement to a wealthy and respectable marquess’s daughter. 

      Her fingers worried the gold cross she’d worn around her neck since the day tragedy struck their family, and death snatched her mama away in a senseless riding accident mere months before Willa’s debut into society. Her vision blurred as tears rolled down her cheeks, but she refused to acknowledge them. If she were forced to endure a formal introduction to the man who casually snubbed her in a London ballroom, let her papa see her blotchy complexion, high from an effusion of tears. Let the duke drag her from her home, kicking and screaming in an unladylike manner. She would never behave so, but the thought of a rebellious act offered some unobtainable satisfaction in her mind.

      She finished the letter to Cassandra, signing as Willa. A knock roused her from the daydream to flee her predicament. “Enter.”

      “Willa, dear, we are waiting for you. Won’t you come down?” Her aunt, Rosamunde Livingston, swished across the room, her emerald gossamer dress stirring a breeze and sending the flames from the fireplace into a dance. “Dearest, why are you weeping so? This is the most blessed evening of your life. Well, second most, once you are married.” She nudged Willa with her elbow, causing her niece to collapse on the writing table sobbing. “Come now. Stop dithering. Let’s clean your face and make you presentable for your future husband,” Rosamunde said as she tucked the wayward curl behind Willa’s ear.

      Accepting a handkerchief from her aunt, Willa dabbed her eyes and cheeks. Pride refused to allow her to cry in the man’s presence, but she didn’t mind overmuch if he saw the effects in her red, swollen eyes or splotchy cheeks. He was the intruder at Middleton Grange, not her.

      She stopped in front of her looking glass. Dull hazel eyes met her with disapproval, their former fire having been extinguished.

      Who are you, and what have you done with Wilhemina?

      A week ago, she had been contented and carefree, never having to question the certainty of her future. Now, the man she was to marry was a guest in her house, and for Lord knows how long. She didn’t mind being a spinster if it meant she could stay in her home forever as mistress of Middleton Grange. Why must life change?

      “If we must, Aunt, let’s get it over with. Though I’d rather have all my teeth pulled one by one.”

      Her aunt helped Willa into white kid gloves that once belonged to her late mother. Taking Willa’s arm, she tucked it close. Patting her niece’s hand, she reassured Willa that no teeth-pulling would be necessary. “I’ve just met him. I suspect you will like him well enough.”

      When Willa did not respond, her aunt continued. “My brother has compromised the estate, but the duke has provided the solution. So long as you agree to marry him, Middleton Grange will be saved. The thing has been done. Let’s face it with dignity.” Aunt Rosamunde tsked at her brother’s folly. “You must accept it now with gratitude and be at ease that you will always have a home and financial security. And to be a duchess. This will make your father most happy.”

      “I cannot believe he would put me in such a horrid predicament,” Willa countered. “Why must a woman be ripped from her family and sanctuary only to be tossed about on a fishing line to the first eligible man? What about marrying for love?”

      Her inclination toward the dramatic elicited a reprimand from her aunt. “My darling girl, it is well past time for you to have your own family. You’ve had two Seasons already.” She took Willa’s chin in hand and forced her gaze. “Many girls would give up a lot to be betrothed to a man of means and title. Do your papa proud and accept your future as a duchess. And behave like the dutiful daughter and lady your mama raised you to be.”

      As much of a lady as you? The retort burned on Willa’s tongue, but she dared not speak it. Her aunt kissed her cheek and left her at the top of the stairs to join Willa’s father in the salon.

      Her father’s sister, born with a wild spirit, married a penniless soldier for love. Not long after their nuptials, she became a poor widow. Aunt Rosamunde never remarried, dependent upon the charity of her brother after her husband died.

      Willa barely tolerated her first London Season. What a horrible occasion it had been, indeed. Girls of the ton twittering about, tempting eligible bachelors. Batting eyelashes with coy glances and syrupy giggles over silk fans in the name of catching a gentleman of fortune had not enticed Willa enough to play the game. Manufactured flirtations were not in Willa’s armory. Why couldn’t she marry for love? Why did matrimony always boil down to business?

      Willa’s cheeks burned at the presumption that she should be happy about this situation. She held back a retort so as not to offend her aunt. As jolly and lighthearted as Aunt Rosamunde portrayed, she was not to be trifled with when her tone proved severe. When Willa was just a girl and pressed her independent nature, her aunt had been the only adult to set her on
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