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PROLOGUE
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It seems the nefarious Mr. M has done it again. Not only was he caught with his breeches down in the most literal sense with the notorious opera singer Arabella di Canto, but this time it appears that there has been something of a lover’s tiff between the gentleman, the starlet, and a ballet dancer performing in the same opera. 

We have long since told you, dear readers, that money cannot buy decency. And if ever you were to demand proof of such sentiment you would need not look any further than that rapscallion. Though his wealth and his wife’s name might have gained him entrée into the beau monde, we think it grows more obvious by the day that he does not belong. 

He might bedeck his poor wife and daughter in the finest things to be bought on Bond Street. But surely no amount of satin and jewels could make up for the fact that being shackled to a ghastly American of such dire repute must be a miserable existence indeed. 

Mrs. M is stuck, of course, though the scandal of divorce would be but a drop in the ocean of that man’s tom foolery. But the daughter? How will the lovely if unlucky H. M. be forced to pay for the sins of her father? Only time will tell, we suppose. 

There are many gentlemen who would turn a blind eye to less-than-blue blood if it meant being wed to such a pretty little thing. And someone with pockets to let might even forgive her for being a gauche American with a father such as Mr. M. But if she wishes to marry well and shed the immoralities of her father, let us hope that she learns the value of good behaviour and decorum so that she doesn’t follow in his footsteps. What she lacks in breeding, she might just make up for in charm. 

We await her Season with bated breath and will of course be watching the girl’s every move very, very closely. 

Will she manage to divest herself of her father’s reputation? Or will blood out? 
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CHAPTER ONE
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“What is the meaning of this?” 

Liam Stedford, Fourth Duke of Hanbury winced as his sister’s shriek rent the air of his study. Not just his study, mind. But his sanctuary. His refuge. His shelter from a storm of femininity. 

“Damn it all, Flora. Lower your voice,” he grumbled as he pressed two fingers to his temples and wondered not for the first time if he might actually die from overconsumption of brandy. 

He blamed the other dukes. They were a bad influence. 

“It’s not my fault you got yourself foxed in your silly duke’s club,” Flora huffed as she stomped into the room, uninvited, and slammed a missive onto his giant oak desk. 

“It’s an alliance, not a club. And you’re not supposed to know anything about it,” he bit out as he squinted at the parchment she’d been waving about. 

The Wayward Dukes Alliance was nothing official but it had saved his sanity more than once. He’d been mentored, given advice, drunk himself into stupors, gambled, womanised, and altogether survived his title and all the trappings that came with it because of the other dukes with whom he’d formed the alliance. 

Each of them had been born with a target on his back. Rich, powerful, and marriageable. The most dangerous things a man could be during the marriage mart. And something that his nosey little sister was far too curious about for his liking. 

He ran a bloodshot eye over the missive then sighed wishing all of a sudden that he was in his cups again. “Flo,” he said evenly, using the childhood moniker as a way to cajole. He could already tell by the flashing green eyes that it wasn’t going to work. “This is not news. Or at least it shouldn’t be. I told you I didn’t want you spending time with Honor Mills. I told you I didn’t want your reputation sullied by a relationship with her. The only reason you haven’t been shunned by the ton already because of her is because I’m a duke.”

Flora’s snort of derision was the most unladylike sound he’d ever heard from her. “Since when to you care a whit about the opinions of the ton?” she demanded. 

“Since I became responsible for having to marry you off,” he bit back. “And if the last two Seasons have taught me anything it’s that your affiliation with the Mills family is damaging. Our good name can only carry you so far.” 

Flora tossed back a sable curl and glowered at him. She looked so like their mother right then that he almost found himself apologising for his bad behaviour. “You are such a hypocrite,” she spat. “You have made it your life’s purpose to avoid marriage yet you’ll try to control my friendships, my life so you can sell me off like chattel for the right price? I’m not the one tasked with carrying on the great Hanbury legacy, Liam. That’s your job. If anyone should be worrying about marriage, it’s you.” 

Lord save him from spoilt little sisters. Liam squeezed his eyes shut and counted to five before trying again. “I am perfectly aware of my duties, thank you,” he said stiffly. “And I have never threatened to sell you off like chattel. But facts are facts and if you insist on continuing a friendship with Honor Mills, you will suffer for it. How will you find a gentleman to love if they’re all avoiding you because of that – that –“ 

“That what?” Flora practically hissed. “That perfectly kind, witty, charming young lady who has been a good friend to me from the moment we met?” 

“No, actually,” Liam returned. “With that spoilt, incorrigible, flirtatious little brat who is steering you in the wrong direction. And that’s precisely why I politely revoked her invitation to stay in my house, which you saw fit to issue without my knowledge or consent.” 

“Liam, please. You don’t understand what her life is like.”

“And I don’t want to.” 

“If you just got to know her properly.” 

“Again, I don’t want to.” 

“You know, spending time with new people and widening your social circle can be extremely beneficial to –“

“Flora, even if I wanted to widen my social circle which I absolutely do not, the last person I’d want in it is that little hoyden. And she can write you all the whining, pleading missives she likes but the invitation has been revoked and that’s final.” 

He expected more arguing. Perhaps even some of those tears that she had an uncanny ability to conjure whenever she needed to get herself out of trouble. But to Liam’s surprise, Flora snorted, a smug smile on her face. 

“Did you even read it?” she asked with a nod toward the letter that no, he hadn’t read. He’d taken one look at the elegant signature at the end and decided that the last thing his aching head needed was anything to do with Honor Mills. 

But given that look on his sister’s face...

Heaving a sigh that he felt down to his Hessians, Liam picked up the paper and read the writing this time. 

My dearest Flora,

Your stuffy brother has written to my father and cordially uninvited me from staying at his country seat with you. He was terribly ducal and polite, not that my father would notice one way or another. 

Anyway, by the time his letter arrived I had already packed and you know I don’t like to waste time on fruitless activities so I’ve decided I’m coming anyway. If he wants to throw me out when I arrive, at least I’ll have a story to tell round the fireplace at Yuletide. 

I’ve had to commandeer the rickety old carriage that my father forgot about so I might not make it at all. That, at least, will cheer your brother up. 

But if I survive the journey then I shall see you soon, my friend. 

Yours, 

Honor

Liam could only stare in amazement, and a sort of grudging amusement though he was loathe to admit it, at the woman’s audacious words. There was another emotion too, lingering in the background. Not pity but – well, he was a gentleman and he didn’t like to know that any woman, even one such as Honor Mills, was being mistreated. Everyone was aware of Mills’ drinking and debauchery. Everyone was aware that his wife and daughter suffered more than any other because of it. Most ladies of his acquaintance would be timid in the face of such a reputation. They would shy away from Society and if they were lucky they would find a nice country squire or a gentleman farmer perhaps to take them on and help them escape their fate. 

But not Honor Mills with her flaming hair and startling eyes and absolute disregard for the opinions of others. Which was precisely why he didn’t want her around his impressionable sister. 

“So there you have it,” Flora said, climbing to her feet. “She should be arriving by Friday evening at the latest. Her journey will be longer than ours, of course since she had to leave Town and return to Wiltshire rather unexpectedly.”

Liam opened his mouth to tell his sister that the world and its mother were aware of why the Mills family had to scurry back to Wiltshire. Half the ton had been at the opera the night Mills had embroiled himself in yet another drunken scandal. 

Flora didn’t give him the chance however, merely raising her voice when he opened his own. “And if you want to throw her out when she gets to the Surrey house, then you’ll have to do it yourself because as far as I’m concerned, she will be an extremely welcome addition to the household.” 

“Fine, I will,” Liam called after Flora’s retreating figure his irritation only growing when she studiously ignored him. He was a duke, for God’s sake. What would it take to garner a little respect in his own damned house? 

He thought wistfully of the rooms he kept at his club in London. He thought jealously of his fellow dukes who didn’t have female relatives to contend with and marry off. He thought longingly of the excellent brandy he’d overconsumed last night. Most of all, he thought of the days that Flora had been docile and pliable, wanting nothing more than to find a docile, pliable husband and rusticate in bucolic bliss with him. 

Flora had changed since her first Season two years ago and he could point to the exact moment it had happened. It had been from that very first ball. That very first moment that Flora had torn a seam and Honor Mills had jumped to the rescue. 

Now that he was alone, Liam could admit the truth to himself if nobody else. He hadn’t noticed the ladies’ interaction because he’d been acting the dutiful big brother and watching over his sister. No, it had been because from the moment he’d caught a glimpse of sinful red hair across the ballroom, he had been watching Honor Mills. And try as he might, he hadn’t been able to look away. 

Perhaps then there was a tiny, infinitesimal part of him that worried about whether he could ignore her when she was under his roof. 
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“Miss Mills, we’ve arrived.” 

Honor jolted awake at the sound of her driver’s voice. As she’d suspected the carriage that her father hadn’t sold off was next to useless. It hadn’t been some altruistic attempt to keep his wife and only child in some modicum of comfort but because it was barely worth anything. 

Honor ran a critical eye over her torn and muddy carriage dress, the callouses on her hands still smarting even days after she’d been forced to help the driver when a wheel had come loose. 

“Come along, Elsie. We’ve arrived far later than I intended. Lady Flora will be beside herself.” 

Rousing her maid was a lot more challenging than Honor had expected. The girl slept like the dead. And her snores could wake the dead. But she had been one of the very few servants who’d stayed on with Mama and Honor when their father had almost ruined them and for that she would have Honor’s eternal love and gratitude. 

Honor fairly bounced with impatience while she watched Elsie slowly drag herself back to consciousness. It had been an arduous journey and she was tired and sore from her spontaneous carriage fixing. Not to mention ravenous. There was no denying that her father’s gambling had landed them well and truly in genteel poverty and this trip had been planned down to her very last guinea. 

None of her gowns were new, for example. She’d done her best to spruce them up with ribbons and seed pearls so that they weren’t noticeably the same as last year’s. And the meals she’d purchased from the inns they’d stopped at had been shared between her, Elsie, and their driver John. Not that they didn’t try to fight her on it. But if there was one thing she could be relied upon for it was her stubbornness and so when they’d insisted, she’d insisted harder and eventually gotten her way. 

It bothered her more than she ever let on to Elsie that they’d sunk so low. That they’d spent precious money on her having another Season this year so that she might try to catch a man with deep pockets. Try as she had, she hadn’t been able to convince her father that it was an exercise in futility. Despite her best efforts, Honor could never manage to bite her tongue and behave well enough to reach the beau monde’s lofty standards. 

She hated that her mother had died so disappointed in her. Almost as much as she hated the fact that her father was still convinced Honor’s maternal grandfather, a viscount of some repute, would suddenly want to acknowledge her. It would never happen. Honor knew this. She might be his granddaughter but more than that she was the product of his precious daughter marrying so far below her station and running off to the Americas. 

Her poor mother had been a sweet lady but woefully naïve. When her father had run through the fortune he’d made in trade in New York, he’d managed to convince his biddable wife that her family would welcome her back with open arms and more importantly, open pockets. 

It hadn’t happened, of course. Honor had been given an education and a Come Out. When she’d failed to impress in her first year, her grandfather had declared that she had too much of her American father in her and washed his hands of them all. It didn’t help of course that Honor had refused every offer of marriage she’d received. 

But she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t say yes to any of them. Not to the baron who had gone to Oxford with her grandfather. Not to the earl whose vices made her father look like a paragon of virtue. And not to the reverend who told her in no uncertain terms that he had certain predilections that she would be expected to indulge without question or comment. 

She had never gotten around to asking what those might be but her skin had crawled enough that she could guess they were unpleasant. 

Her grandfather’s fury had been palpable but it had been nothing compared to her father’s when the money ran out. He hadn’t cared when his wife got sick. Hadn’t cared when she died or when the staff left for houses that would pay them. But now that Honor had gone through yet another Season without accepting a single proposal, he cared. 

She would have to find work, Honor knew. Yet what type of work she hadn’t yet figured out. She wouldn’t be taken on as a companion or governess since the entirety of London saw her as nothing more than the brash daughter of a scandalous man. 

Her mother’s family would never again acknowledge her existence, she knew. 

No, her only option was to return to the Americas, a place she’d hadn’t seen since childhood, and hope that her time in England and an ocean between her and her father would mean a good chance at employment. 

That decision was the only reason she was sitting her now in a darkened carriage willingly about to spend the next few weeks under the same roof as the pompous Duke of Hanbury. She hadn’t yet confessed to Flora, her only real friend in London, that she was moving away. She knew her friend, kind, and caring soul that she was, would try to give her money, or try to insist that she live with her or worse, beg the duke to employ her in some capacity. 

And though she knew that pride was a poor substitute for things like being able to afford to eat or live, she would rather starve than be at the mercy of that man. 

Elsie finally sat up, her eyes blinking rapidly before widening in dismay as they ran over Honor. “Oh Miss, I wish you’d let me tidy you up a little before we arrived.” 

Honor looked herself over once again, at the muddy gown, the torn material. She looked truly awful and she had no doubt that she was offering even more ammunition to people who already thought the worst of her. But it was too late to do anything about it now. Stopping at another inn as Elsie had begged would have taken too much time and coin. 

Besides, she could have turned up as perfectly put together as the duchess and they would still find her wanting so there was little point in worrying about it now. The carriage had needed fixing and so she’d fixed it. What else was there to do? 

“Well, it’s far too late to be worrying about all that now,” she said as the door to the carriage opened. “It’s so late now that the family have probably retired in any case. We’ll sneak in and nobody will know what a state I’m in.” 

It struck Honor as more than a little odd that she was the granddaughter of a viscount yet here she was, reassuring her maid that they were presentable enough to get out of a carriage in front of the most imposing building she’d ever seen. 

Elsie allowed herself to be coaxed from the carriage and then there they stood, gazing up at the intimidating house, more castle than manor, complete with turrets, as their long-suffering driver hauled trunks from the carriage. 

“It looks terrifying,” Elsie whispered. 

“That’s only because it’s dark,” Honor assured her but it was a lie. Just like its owner, Hanbury Hall was oversized and imposing. Enough that she was tempted to let Elsie drag her back into the carriage and escape to that inn she’d been wanting to stop at. 

Before she could give in to her cowardice however, the giant door at the front of the house swung open and light spilled out onto the steps below. She watched wordlessly as an army of footmen glided toward them, far more than she needed for her small trunk and valise. 

“Honor!” Her name rent the air on an excited squeal and she looked up to see Flora dashing down the steps and running toward her, skirts pulled up around her calves. All Honor’s misgivings faded away as she ran to embrace her friend. This right here was why she loved Flora so much, though she was the sister of a duke, and Hanbury was one of the wealthiest and loftiest duchies in Ireland and England, Flora had an open, carefree way about her that appealed to Honor’s spirit. 

“Lord, I thought you’d driven into the sea. What took you so long?” Flora stepped back and ran her gaze over Honor’s dishevelled appearance. “And what on
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