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            This book is dedicated to my wonderful 

            friend and fellow writer,

            Lisa Kleypas.

            Writing historical romance in the midst of a 

            pandemic is challenging, but Lisa’s gleeful 

            support of this book’s characters
               gave me 

            the backbone to create a joyful novel.
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            Chapter One

         
         
            Lindow Castle

            The Duke of Lindow’s country estate

            Cheshire

            August 20, 1784

         

         “I need curves if you want me to play a woman’s role,” Otis Murgatroyd complained, frowning at the mirror.

         
         “I’m trying,” Joan said, panting as she hauled on his corset strings. “Suck in your stomach!”

         
         “My understanding was that whalebones did the work,” Otis grumbled. “Madame Turcotte’s advertisements claim that her corsets
            can put a bend in a brick wall.”
         

         
         Joan, known to the world as Lady Joan Wilde, daughter of the Duke of Lindow, gave a final wrench that resulted in a slight
            indention around her best friend’s middle. Grimacing at her reddened fingers, she tied off the corset. “Now the bustle. At
            least a robe à l’anglaise doesn’t have panniers.”
         

         
         Otis’s gown had been rescued from the attic and was out of fashion, but he wasn’t going into polite society dressed as a woman, merely onto the private stage in Lindow Castle. Thirty minutes later, Joan collapsed on the sofa, worn out and vowing to raise her maid’s wages.
         

         
         Otis, on the other hand, looked fresh as the proverbial daisy in a green petticoat and yellow striped organdy apron with strawberry-colored
            overskirts and a matching bodice with a lace fichu frothing up to his chin.
         

         
         “Your wig is slipping,” Joan pointed out. He was wearing what her Aunt Knowe called a “gooseberry wig” with two frizzled bunches
            over the ears that resembled a gooseberry bush.
         

         
         Otis adjusted the wig, then picked up a hat of strawberry silk adorned with a dark green bow and plopped it on top of the
            wig, adjusting the bow to a rakish angle. “I like wearing all these colors.”
         

         
         “You already aspire to the rainbow,” Joan said wryly. In the three years she’d known Otis, his clothing had grown ever more
            outrageous, including an infamous appearance at one of the queen’s drawing rooms wearing an apricot brocade coat with purple
            breeches.
         

         
         “But now I’m curved like one,” Otis said, guffawing.

         
         “You don’t sound like a lady,” Joan observed.

         
         “And I’m not very pretty.”

         
         That was true. As a man, Otis was impishly handsome, if short, but dressed in women’s clothing, he became startlingly unattractive.

         
         “Whereas you look beautiful as ever in breeches,” he added.

         
         Joan shrugged. She had always seen her beauty as a detriment rather than an asset, since her golden hair, blue eyes, and perfect
            skin made her the spitting image of the handsome Prussian count with whom her mother had bolted, causing a scandal.
         

         
         More than one gentleman had rejected the very idea of marrying a woman whose hair color confirmed her illegitimacy.

         
         Luckily, Joan had grown up in Lindow Castle, surrounded by a huge, loving family. She had always known who she was—a Wilde—and
            what’s more, that the duke would murder anyone who suggested to his face that she wasn’t his daughter.
         

         
         Standing up and turning to the mirror, instead of a lady she saw a golden-haired, blue-eyed stripling dressed in a sober coat
            of dusky emerald with silver-thread embroidery down the front and around the cuffs.
         

         
         Young and slender, but a man, with all a man’s privileges.

         
         She grinned at herself. “My favorite aspect of this costume is the rapier.” She put her hand on the hilt and struck a pose,
            one knee bent before her.
         

         
         “If the matrons get wind of your legs in those breeches,” Otis said, “you’ll be thrown out of polite society. Finally.”

         
         Joan shrugged again, having spent the last two years on the edge of being ruined. Sometimes the scandal wasn’t her fault, such as when young Lord Stuckley had kidnapped her from a ball, planning a forced wedding. She had knocked him senseless with the hilt of his own sword, an action that the ton interpreted as unladylike. The fact that she had returned to the ball and danced the night away was ruled an even greater
            affront to refined sensibilities.
         

         
         Her father had been livid at Stuckley, not Joan, but he wasn’t happy when Joan was caught kissing a marquess in an arbor—and
            refused the offer to become a marchioness. A few weeks after that, she kissed the Honorable Anthony Froude on a balcony in
            full sight of the ballroom. That scandal burned even hotter after she informed Lady Froude that her son’s kisses were only
            intoxicating because he had imbibed a bottle of brandy.
         

         
         “Father gave me permission to wear breeches for this play. He knows I’m tired of performing damsels in distress,” Joan said
            now. “Though I might add that I’m forbidden to leave the grounds in male attire. The duke didn’t extend the command to you
            in a gown, though.”
         

         
         “I assume we’re heading straight for the castle gate,” Otis said, the veteran of many of Joan’s schemes.

         
         “Obviously, we need to test our costumes in public,” Joan replied, putting on her wig, a small one that fit closely to her
            braided hair, with only two neat rolls over each ear and a short queue at the back. “Your man did a good job with your eyebrows,
            but you need powder and some hairpins to hold your wig.”
         

         
         Otis moved to sit down on the stool before her dressing table but misjudged, he and his enormous bustle ending up on the floor.

         
         He sprawled in a jumble of skirts, looking at her. “Why would anyone in their right mind wear a bustle?”

         
         “Up you go,” Joan said, holding out her hand and ignoring a question for which she had no answer. She hauled him upright,
            retrieved his wig, and pinned on his hat.
         

         
         “I would rather practice my lines than go for a walk,” Otis said, picking up Joan’s powder puff and generously dusting his
            face. “The only line I remember from Hamlet is the prince’s daddy moaning Remember me.”
         

         
         “Something’s rotten in the state of Denmark,” Joan said cheerfully. “Hamlet’s father was killed by his uncle, who took the
            kingdom and married Hamlet’s mother. Hamlet scolds his mother, breaks off relations with Ophelia—that’s you—and takes a trip to sea with
            pirates. He finally gets around to revenge, and by the last act everyone is dead.”
         

         
         “Including Ophelia or rather, me,” Otis pointed out. “Not my sort of play, I don’t mind telling you. As I recall, she goes on and on about Hamlet not loving her. Memorization was never
            my forte. What’s more, Hamlet would have to be blind to fall in love with me.”
         

         
         He gestured toward the mirror. Joan had to admit that powder was doing nothing to hide Otis’s angular jaw.

         
         “The key to acting is imagination,” she advised. “Concentrate on a sad lady. Remember how Miss Trestle wept after her spaniel died? Imitate her facial expression.” 

         
         Joan couldn’t do needlework; she couldn’t play the pianoforte; and she was rubbish at watercoloring. Her only skill was acting.

         
         Unfortunately, ladies were only allowed to perform dainty, ladylike parts, and then only in the occasional private performance.
            She was sick of playing fair maidens waiting for a prince to save them. She wanted to play the prince who fought pirates.
         

         
         Thank goodness her father had finally given in to her entreaties to be allowed to play a prince—albeit with the proviso that
            one of their family or friends must play Hamlet’s beloved. When the females in her family had unanimously declined to act
            Ophelia, even for one night, her best friend, Otis, had stepped forward.
         

         
         He tried out a pout that made him look as if he had dyspepsia. “I assume you’re choosing someone royal to imitate?”

         
         “Close enough,” Joan confirmed. Viscount Greywick, future Duke of Eversley, was the most pompous, irritating man she’d ever
            met. He had courted two of her sisters, but thankfully, both Betsy and Viola had rejected him.
         

         
         She concentrated for a moment to make sure that she could picture the set of his shoulders (arrogant, of course), the turn
            of his lips (unamused), and his gaze (verging on godlike because he never did a single thing wrong).
         

         
         According to Jeremy, one of her brothers-in-law, Greywick had even been perfect at Eton.

         
         A paragon.

         
         A credit to the English peerage.

         
         Everything she wasn’t.

         
         Turning to face Otis, she let her features drop into an expression of aristocratic disdain, the air of a man who considered
            his bloodlines more important than his character. Or rather: considered that his bloodlines were his character.
         

         
         Someday Greywick would be a duke, and as far as Joan could see, he never forgot that fact, even for a moment.

         
         Plus, he and his mother were visiting the castle at the moment and would attend the performance of Hamlet. There was something deliciously amusing about the idea of performing Greywick before the man himself.
         

         
         “Not bad,” Otis said, waggling his eyebrows. “You definitely have a royal look about you. But was Hamlet so condescending?
            I thought he was a nice chap.”
         

         
         “Hamlet’s a prince,” Joan said. “He’s been told he’s better than everyone else from the moment he learned to walk.”

         
         “I’d rather be arrogant than melancholic.” Otis tried pouting again. “Ho-hum, I’m such a watering pot. I think I’ll jump in
            a brook because the prince doesn’t appreciate my curves.”
         

         
         “Let’s go,” Joan said, heading for the door. “We can practice our lines in the library.”

         
         “You go ahead. I need to use the chamber pot,” Otis said. “Somehow.” He lifted his heavy skirts and let them fall to the floor.

         
         Joan laughed. “It’s not easy being a lady. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

         
         Out in the corridor, she stopped for a moment to readjust her rapier. The belt belonged to one of her brothers and wasn’t made to circle a woman’s hips. 

         
         Joan was slender, but she curved in the right places—or the wrong ones, when it came to rapiers.

         
         She took the back stairs in a shortcut to the library, but once she reached the ground floor, the belt began slipping off
            again. Head bent, she was wrestling with the buckle as she turned a corner and walked straight into someone.
         

         
         “Sorry!” she said, looking up.

         
         Bloody hell.

         
         It was he.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Thaddeus Erskine Shaw, Viscount Greywick, was truly fond of the Wilde family. His mother was close friends with the duke’s
            sister, Lady Knowe; he had been school friends with His Grace’s sons and one of his sons-in-law.
         

         
         But Joan was no favorite.

         
         Her sister Betsy was clever and funny; her sister Viola was sweet and charming. He would have happily married either of them.

         
         Joan had never been in consideration as his duchess because of her illegitimacy—but more importantly, because she was so annoying.
            Extremely annoying.
         

         
         “Lady Joan,” he said flatly.

         
         They’d stopped bothering to greet each other with more than a modicum of politeness sometime last Season. Sometime? He knew to the minute when their guarded hostilities had broken into open warfare.
         

         
         On April 10, he had bowed in front of her and asked her to dance—for politeness’ sake, because God knew, he didn’t want to spend time with her—and she had been silent for a moment and then said, “You’ll have to forgive me. I have a headache and I think I’ll go home.” She hadn’t even tried to sound convincing, and since no one in London could lie as convincingly as she, the insult came unvarnished. 

         
         He had bowed again, whereupon she walked away. Though he had the satisfaction of knowing that his face didn’t change an iota,
            rage burned through his limbs.
         

         
         A few minutes later, she walked past him, cozily arm-in-arm with the Honorable Anthony Froude. She had the damned impertinence
            to cast him a look before she drew Froude out onto the balcony and kissed the man senseless.
         

         
         The next time they met, he didn’t bow; he simply nodded. She blinked as if she couldn’t remember why he was being so chilly,
            then gave him a scathing glance and said, “Took offense, did you? I didn’t think you were sensitive. Or perhaps you view me
            as beyond the pale. One can but hope.”
         

         
         Once again, he had watched her march away.

         
         And now . . .

         
         Even here, in the dimly lit castle corridor, she glowed. That was the infuriating thing about her: She was exquisite. Not
            that beauty was unusual for a Wilde.
         

         
         But she wasn’t a Wilde.

         
         She didn’t have the duke’s dark brows, or his black hair, or his chin. Her golden eyebrows were the same color as her hair,
            and her nose was a perfect replica, albeit in a feminine mold, of the infamous Prussian’s.
         

         
         That hair wasn’t what made her exquisite, to his mind. It was the way she spoke with her eyes. And her lips: No other woman had a mouth like hers. A deep bottom lip, a lush Cupid’s bow, and a natural tipped-up curve at the edges of her mouth, so she looked forever amused. Put that together with the way she laughed . . . 

         
         He shook off that idiocy.

         
         “What in the bloody hell are you wearing?” he growled, annoyed at himself as well as her.

         
         “Breeches,” she said, giving him an impudent smile.

         
         “I see that.” Joan was a temptress at the best of times, but now? With silk tightly wrapping her thighs? “You can’t wear breeches.”

         
         “It means so much to me that you disapprove,” Joan said. Her smile widened, and her blue eyes suddenly sparkled with joy.

         
         He gave her a withering look. “I’ve seen you practice that expression for years. Surely you know that it doesn’t work on me?”

         
         He was lying. He’d watched Joan flirt with every gentleman under sixty in London, and while he knew that it was just a performance—

         
         Still, he was a man.
         

         
         No man could encounter that practiced look of hers, the one that transformed her face into that of a sensual, laughing seductress
            whose eyes promised that he was the most desirable man in the world, and be untouched by it.
         

         
         The expression wiped off her face, and she gave him an impatient glare. “Do get out of my way, won’t you, Greywick? My father knows I’m wearing these breeches, and he approves. I think we’ll both agree that he’s the only authority I need recognize under the king.” 

         
         Irritation swept up his back. He’d long ago labeled the Duke of Lindow’s attitude toward Joan as permissive to a fault, but
            this was verging on a blasphemy. “His Grace approves?” He forced the words out between clenched teeth. “He approves of you being seen like that?”
         

         
         “You needn’t look so appalled,” Joan said, obviously unmoved by a tone that he used only in the rarest of circumstances. She
            cast him a narrow-eyed look. “If you’re not careful, you’ll end up even more righteous and intolerant than you already are.
            You look as sour as a Quaker in a tavern.”
         

         
         “I look appalled because I am. You’ll be ruined.” He growled the word, leashing his temper with difficulty. Ruined meant that she’d be banished from polite
            society.
         

         
         From . . .

         
         From where he was. Not that he cared.

         
         “Do you know how often I’ve heard that precise sentence?” She shrugged. “Pretty much every week for the last two years. Lo
            and behold, I am still invited everywhere. In case you’re wondering why, Greywick, that would be because I’m an heiress, and
            a duke’s daughter, at least by name. Power and money trump illegitimacy.”
         

         
         “You’re reckless and uncaring,” he said flatly.

         
         “That too,” she agreed. “Now will you move your hulking body out of the corridor? I could pull my rapier and take a first
            stab—ha! Get that?—at manly foreplay.”
         

         
         “‘Foreplay’?” He heard the incredulity in his own voice.

         
         “My goodness. I suppose I shocked the most pedantic man in London . . . again. Why do men wear blades in this day and age? Why, so they can excite themselves by pretending that they have a claim to manhood,
            skewering their opponents rather than—”
         

         
         “You will be ruined,” he said again, cutting her off. “Banished from polite society.”

         
         “Woe is me,” Joan said. “Imagine: If I weren’t forced to encounter a future duke at insipid balls and ill-tasting dinners,
            I might not have to endure being disparaged by him for an entire Season. When I’m not being ignored.” Her voice was icy.
         

         
         Thaddeus could feel a nerve twitching in his jaw. “I—you like dancing.”

         
         She folded her arms over her chest and leaned against the wall. “Only with some. Do keep talking, Your Lordship. This is an
            invaluable moment to gather inspiration. Memorize every nuance of an entitled royal bastard.”
         

         
         “I’m not—” He clamped his mouth shut.

         
         “Oh, that’s right,” she said lightly. “I’m the bastard, not you. And you’re not royal, but believe me, you’re more royal than
            George himself, so I’ll take it.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about?”

         
         “Prince Hamlet?” she said, raising her eyebrow. “My performance thereof. Surely you know?”

         
         Thaddeus frowned. When he and his mother had arrived the night before to stay for a fortnight, the butler had mentioned a performance by the traveling company of Theatre Royal at Drury Lane. “I thought a theater company was visiting the castle.” 

         
         “I am playing the Prince of Denmark,” Joan said. “My father wouldn’t allow me to play a love scene with an actor in the company,
            so Otis will play Ophelia. Not that Hamlet shouting at Ophelia to get to a nunnery can really be termed a love scene.”
         

         
         “Otis Murgatroyd is playing Ophelia—in a dress?” Thaddeus asked incredulously. “Is the production akin to a pantomime, then?”

         
         “Not a pantomime: a serious production of Hamlet,” Joan said, her eyes glinting with mischief. “I will play the prince, in these very breeches.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “That was a good look,” she said appreciatively. “I don’t suppose I can manage the ticking jaw, but . . .” She scowled and
            lowered her eyelids to half-mast. “Do I have the air of an infuriated nobleman? Hamlet is frightfully irritable at times.”
         

         
         “You are performing the lead male role in a Shakespeare play in front of an audience, along with professional actors,” Thaddeus
            said, trying to take it in. “You can’t, Joan. You cannot.”
         

         
         He saw the moment when she got truly angry. Joan loved to play roles: He’d seen her switch with dizzying speed from frivolous
            maiden to practiced seductress. No expression she could put on affected her eye color, but now her eyes darkened to a steely
            blue, and her body stiffened. “I don’t think of my family and a few intimates as an audience.”
         

         
         “Don’t be a fool,” he growled. “The news will spread. What will happen to your youngest sister if you are ruined?”

         
         She cast him a pitying look. “Artie is a Wilde, Greywick. The genuine article, not like me. No one in your precious circle
            will care if I don’t appear in society again. ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish,’ they—you—will tell each other.”
         

         
         Thaddeus stared at her in disbelief. “No one has ever called you ‘rubbish’ in my presence,” he said, hearing the menace in
            his voice. “They never will.”
         

         
         “Only because you reserve the pleasure for yourself,” she retorted. “For your information, I’ve been called everything from
            ‘hurly-burly hussy’ to ‘strumpet,’ though ‘baseborn’ and ‘love child’ are perennial favorites.”
         

         
         “People have said these things to your face?”

         
         “From the moment I arrived at school with my sisters,” Joan confirmed.

         
         Something in Thaddeus’s chest eased at the expression in her eyes. She hadn’t cared.

         
         “I don’t give a damn about the opinions of self-righteous prudes,” she confirmed.

         
         Clearly he was counted among the prudes.

         
         “They’re the only ones who will fuss if society finds out that I played a breeches role in my own home,” she continued.

         
         “You’re wrong,” he stated.

         
         “You’re blowing everything out of proportion,” Joan said impatiently. “My sister Betsy dressed like a man, went to a public
            auction, and shortly thereafter married a marquess. That would be your friend Jeremy, though it’s hard for me to believe that
            you have friends.”
         

         
         Thaddeus flinched.

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was really unkind. I’m sure you’re nicer to people whom you consider to be worthy of your time,
            like Jeremy and Betsy. I mean, I know you are.”
         

         
         “I don’t consider you unworthy of my time,” Thaddeus said, feeling the tick in his jaw start up again. “I—don’t.”

         
         She shrugged again. “You were in Wilmslow when Betsy went to that auction. It was only, what, four years ago?”

         
         “I did not accompany your sister to the auction house,” Thaddeus stated. He felt like an explosive device about to blow.

         
         Had he hurt her feelings in the past? It was impossible to read Joan’s expressions. She was like a chameleon, emotions chasing
            each other across her face. She had certainly never given the appearance of caring what he thought of her, or said to her.
         

         
         “Because you didn’t approve, I expect,” Joan exclaimed. “Do move out of the way, won’t you? I can’t bear any more of this
            conversation, no matter how useful for my performance.”
         

         
         Thaddeus remained in place as if planted, outraged words crowding into his head. True, he hadn’t gone on that particular excursion.
            He opened his mouth to explain—but he never defended his decisions.
         

         
         A gentleman proved his worth by adhering to the rules that governed civilization and his own code of conduct. Only honor gave
            a man the right to term himself a gentleman. He didn’t explain.
         

         
         “You aren’t taking into consideration the effect of your actions on others,” he said instead.

         
         “There won’t be any,” Joan replied flatly. “My family adores me, and they will still love me. They won’t be stunned if I’m
            thrown out of society; they’ve been expecting it for years. I wouldn’t be surprised if my brothers had placed bets on the
            eventuality.”
         

         
         “You don’t understand,” he said through clenched teeth. “Other people are injured by those who flout the rules. Your recklessness
            will be damaging.”
         

         
         She blinked at him, and her brows drew together. “Poppycock.” She leaned forward, just enough so that he smelled the elderflower
            that she used in her hair. He’d come to expect it, a creamy, sweet honey smell that was indefinably hers.
         

         
         She poked him in the chest, hard enough that he jolted. “Not everyone lives up to your impossible standards, Greywick. No
            one is good enough for you. Two of my sisters weren’t good enough!”
         

         
         “That’s not true. They chose—”

         
         “Why?” Her voice quieted, and their eyes met. “Why would they fall in love with other men when you were right there, dancing
            with them, playing the future duke, and generally acting like a trained buffoon dressed in a fine wool coat?”
         

         
         There was a moment of silence. “I suppose you’ll say that I’m not likable,” he said. “Your sisters had a lucky escape, in
            that case.”
         

         
         Remorse flashed through her eyes, but before she could respond, he raised his hand. “Your opinion is valid, if not welcome. Yet I do not adhere to society’s standards merely for propriety’s sake. Other people are injured when selfish, careless people do exactly as they like, and devil take the hindmost!” 

         
         His last words rang in the corridor, and Joan actually fell back a step.

         
         The air between them felt charged, like the moment after lightning struck the earth.

         
         There are times when a lady must curtsy, and others when she should take to her heels. This occasion fell somewhere in between.

         
         No curtsy and no running either.

         
         Just a dignified retreat, shoulders straight, head high.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Lindow Castle was well positioned on the main roads through Cheshire; as a consequence, family, friends, and mere acquaintances
            tended to alight at the castle steps at all times of the day or night, expecting a meal and a warm bed before they set off
            again in the morning for Staffordshire or, in the other direction, Scotland.
         

         
         “We’re no more than a posting inn,” the duke had been known to growl, even as their butler, Prism, sprang into motion, making
            certain that every unexpected guest had a warming pan and fresh sheets.
         

         
         Unlike her stepsister, Viola, Joan enjoyed the company of guests. But she also loved family nights, when the family dined
            alone. Or the rare times when only a few close friends were in residence. Such meals were held in the breakfast room, and
            the Wildes would pour in the door without ceremony, thronging in groups of six at round tables.
         

         
         At the moment, she felt keenly aware that she didn’t care to sit next to, or close by, Greywick. She felt bruised enough. Selfish and careless kept racing through her head. They brought out the worst in each other. She had been unkind, saying that he had no friends.
            Of course he had friends. Her own brothers were among his friends!
         

         
         But somehow that made his disdain for her worse. She was accustomed to scandal; her very birth was scandalous. It was absurd
            that this particular man’s scorn would hurt.
         

         
         She stayed on the other side of the drawing room before the meal, and walked into supper on Otis’s arm. On family nights,
            the Wildes paid no attention to the social dictates ordering that the duke and duchess couldn’t sit together, or that sexes
            must be separated. Long ago, His Grace had decreed that he would sit beside his wife. Viola was large with child, and she
            dropped down next to her mother with a thud. Her husband, Devin, seated himself beside her. Aunt Knowe always sat with them
            if given the chance, and tonight her close friend, the Duchess of Eversley, joined her.
         

         
         Otis, back in a coat and breeches, led Joan to a nearby table, just as she realized that the only empty seats in the room
            were—
         

         
         Sure enough, the brooding viscount was walking toward her.

         
         “Has anyone noticed that modern seating has resulted in two islands?” Otis asked cheerfully. “One for the adults, and another
            for us. A full table of six over there, and here, only we three.”
         

         
         “I consider myself an adult,” Greywick said, seating himself without meeting Joan’s eyes.

         
         “You are certainly mature,” Joan agreed, scolding herself mentally the moment the words escaped her mouth. She refused to lower herself to another round of insults with him. “Viola and Devin are seated at the ‘adult’ table, so your idea doesn’t hold water, Otis.” 

         
         “The unmarried people are clustered here,” Otis responded. “You can’t say that marriage doesn’t mature a person, because from
            everything I’ve seen, it’s an extremely tiring state of affairs. The only part of being a vicar that I liked was performing
            marriages. The couples were so cheerful, whereas those who brought their baby for baptism looked as if they hadn’t slept in
            months.”
         

         
         Viola caught Joan’s eye from the other table and asked with a raised eyebrow whether she and Devin should join them. Joan
            gave a little shake of her head.
         

         
         Greywick was irksome, but she was an adult, unmarried or no. They could sup together without more sharp words. She shook out
            the heavy linen napkin and spread it over the apricot silk of her evening gown.
         

         
         “Do you miss the church, Mr. Murgatroyd?” the viscount asked Otis. As a dutiful second son, Otis had studied theology at Cambridge
            and joined a parish, but had left the priesthood promptly thereafter.
         

         
         “Certainly not,” Otis said. As he explained his reasons for leaving the clergy after a mere two weeks, Joan let her attention
            wander.
         

         
         Something about the experience of wearing breeches was making her feel daring. What if she didn’t marry a gentleman, as her family expected? What if her future was completely different from those of her siblings? What if she left the castle, the way her mother had? 

         
         Otis had overthrown his family’s expectations. He’d been told he would join the priesthood since childhood, and yet after
            he tried the experience, he rejected it.
         

         
         She looked about, trying to imagine a different life. Prism always did his best to replicate the splendor of the castle dining
            room, even in the breakfast room. Silver cutlery covered the tables like the scattered treasure of a king, and the gold-rimmed
            plates he’d ordered for use tonight merely increased the illusion. Footmen were dotted against the walls, ready to spring
            into action at the slightest twitch of a finger.
         

         
         Her own mother, the second duchess, had turned her back on the castle, fleeing with her lover. As far as Joan knew, Yvette
            never regretted it. For herself, Joan was certain that she didn’t need or even want the trappings of wealth. She didn’t need
            the footmen, or a butler.
         

         
         Prism reigned supreme, orchestrating every meal with the passion of a theater manager. But other people, ordinary people,
            cooked their own supper and dined alone with those they loved. The traveling theater troupe that visited Lindow Castle every
            year lived in gaily painted wagons and sometimes ate over an open fire.
         

         
         “Joan?” Otis asked, pulling her into the conversation.

         
         Greywick was looking at her searchingly. “What are you thinking of, Lady Joan?”

         
         “Escape,” she said truthfully. “It’s your fault, Otis, with your talk of fleeing the parsonage. I was wondering what it would be like to flee Lindow.” 

         
         “Marriage will give you that freedom,” Otis said, patting her arm. “I realize that your married siblings return home as regularly
            as carrier pigeons, but most people consider marriage to be an excuse to avoid their childhood home except at Christmas, if
            that.”
         

         
         “I didn’t know,” Greywick said, a queer look on his face.

         
         “Didn’t know what?” Joan asked.

         
         “That the two of you are betrothed.”

         
         “We’re not,” Joan said, at the same moment Otis said, “Not us.”

         
         “We’re friends,” Joan added. She reached over and gave Otis a little pinch. “Best of friends, since he agreed to put on a
            corset and gown so that I can play a male role.”
         

         
         “Very kind of you,” Greywick told Otis.

         
         “Yes, it is,” Otis said. “I still can’t believe I agreed to do it. I don’t like the corset, and let’s not even mention the
            challenge of using a chamber pot.”
         

         
         “You would never agree to such a thing, would you?” Joan asked Greywick, genuinely curious.

         
         “Put on a corset? I hope not. And a gown? Never,” the viscount stated.

         
         “My father is wedded to his corset,” Otis observed. “Given that I didn’t enjoy the experience this afternoon, I probably shouldn’t
            eat any cake.”
         

         
         They were well into the first course when a footman quietly entered and whispered something in Prism’s ear. The butler left the room, even though he seemed to believe that the family might starve if he wasn’t there with an eagle eye, noticing when a plate was empty and directing a footman by a twitch of his eyebrow. 

         
         Joan had forgotten Prism’s absence forty-five minutes later, when the butler opened the doors and announced, “Lady Bumtrinket!”

         
         Joan’s stepmother sprang from her seat, followed by everyone else in the room. “Aunt Daphne, what a surpr—what a pleasure to see you!”
         

         
         Lady Bumtrinket was the kind of well-upholstered English lady who glistens with rectitude, like a plump salmon flopping its
            way upstream. She was in the right, always in the right, even if the current appeared to be going in a different direction.
         

         
         Foolish current.

         
         A lady of her silhouette, ancestry, and education feels no need to consider social strictures that might prompt others to
            hesitate. Being in her eighties, or possibly her nineties, she had long since ceased to consider society’s rules relevant
            to herself.
         

         
         Because she was a relation of the Duchess of Lindow’s first husband, Sir Peter Astley, more discerning people would consider the connection severed or at least attenuated once Sir Peter
            was replaced by a duke.
         

         
         Not Lady Bumtrinket.

         
         She had spent her life in the bosom of the nobility. Dukes, earls, and the occasional baron were to her as everyday as the air she breathed, and had been since she left the ducal estate where she was born. 

         
         Viola glanced over at Joan with a wrinkled nose: Great-Aunt Daphne was heartily disliked among the Wilde offspring due to
            her reliance on “plain speech,” a phrase by which English folk often excuse rudeness.
         

         
         “I’m sorry that Viola isn’t seated at our table,” Joan said. “She is terrified of Great-Aunt Daphne.” She, Otis, and Greywick
            began to walk toward the door, where Joan’s father and stepmother were greeting their guest.
         

         
         “Last time I met her,” Otis said gloomily, “she told me I was as short and round as a suet pudding. Another reason to avoid
            cake, I suppose.”
         

         
         “That is not true,” Joan told him. “If it makes you feel any better, she loathes me. I believe she thinks I should have been
            raised in the country, or perhaps just left on the hillside, the way the Romans did with unwanted babies.”
         

         
         The flash of wrath in Lord Greywick’s eyes startled her. “Has she been horrid to you as well?” Joan asked. “You needn’t worry;
            the lady will certainly be seated with my parents.”
         

         
         In point of fact, Prism was rushing to add a chair to the right of the duke, in the place of honor.

         
         “I think not,” Lady Bumtrinket said, brushing past her niece and launching into the room. “I shall sit there, Prism.” She
            pointed a bony finger to the seat beside Greywick’s plate. “There’s more space at that table. My girth is primarily the fault
            of the current fashion, but even so, it must be accommodated.”
         

         
         While Joan and Viola made their curtsies, receiving a regal nod in return, Prism summoned three footmen, who briefly swarmed the table and left a cluster of fresh china, crystal, and silver behind. 

         
         “I’ll have two plover’s eggs, gently coddled,” Lady Bumtrinket told the butler once she was seated beside Greywick. “I’m reducing,
            Prism. Reducing is the bane of the elderly, a group in which I reluctantly account myself.” She squinted at Otis. “I can share
            a recipe or two with you, young Murgatroyd.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” Otis said.

         
         The lady cast a peremptory eye on Greywick. “I haven’t seen you in a donkey’s years, Viscount. Where have you been?”

         
         “The normal haunts,” he replied. “How are you faring, Lady Bumtrinket?”

         
         “Irritable due to reducing,” she snapped. “You could use some reducing as well. You’ve grown inordinately large in the chest
            area. Or are you padding your coat?”
         

         
         Greywick was apparently at a loss for words.

         
         “I see that you are,” Lady Bumtrinket said in triumph. “I suggest you dismiss your valet immediately and find one who can
            offer you better guidance on the art of being a duke. A future duke, I mean. We all know that your father reneged on his ducal
            responsibilities, running away to live in another household.”
         

         
         Joan blinked. She was aware that Lord Greywick’s father, the Duke of Eversley, chose to live with his mistress, but she had
            never heard it mentioned in public.
         

         
         A polite smile touched Greywick’s mouth. “I assure you that the estate is well cared for in his absence, Lady Bumtrinket.”

         
         “One cannot blame you for ignorance of aristocratic behavior, given that you can hardly be said to have had a father,” she
            continued, ignoring his comment. “Just be prudent when it comes to choosing your duchess. Very prudent.”
         

         
         Lord Greywick responded with a wordless hostility that Joan was surreptitiously finding rather enjoyable. Still, she felt
            a sudden urge to defend him. She was used to Lady Bumtrinket, but he might not have encountered her at such close quarters
            before.
         

         
         “I do remember that you were trying to marry one of the Wilde girls a few years ago,” Lady Bumtrinket said, without pausing
            for breath. “Would have been a good choice, but the youngest is still in the nursery, isn’t she?” Her eyes roved the table
            and stopped on Joan. “Still unmarried?” she demanded.
         

         
         “Yes, I am,” Joan replied. She turned to Greywick. “Isn’t it extraordinary how manners are changing? The ducal governess taught
            me never to inquire about marital status.”
         

         
         “Your governess knew you had to adhere to the highest standards in order to marry anyone above a grocer,” Lady Bumtrinket
            declared. “That is not true for those of us born to the ermine. Speaking of which, I saw your father the other day,” she said
            to Greywick. “Draped in an ermine robe in this weather. Extraordinary, even for him.”
         

         
         Joan was starting to feel distinctly sorry for the viscount. No matter how much she disliked him, he didn’t deserve a browbeating.

         
         But the man had no need for her support. “My father is a duke of the realm,” he stated. “If he wishes to clothe himself from
            head to foot in the fur of small, spotted animals, he has the means to do it.”
         

         
         Something about his face gave Lady Bumtrinket pause; she pursed her lips and then raised a finger. A footman sprang forward.
            “Three more coddled eggs,” she said. “More well-browned toast. One would think that Lindow Castle was lacking in funds, given
            the meagerness of the dish. I’ll have some of those dinner rolls as well, and just a soupçon of creamed spinach. Digestion requires vegetable matter, as I understand it.”
         

         
         She turned back to Greywick. “What are you doing here, given that the duke hasn’t any unmarried daughters of age?”
         

         
         Joan succumbed to a mischievous impulse and gave her a sunny smile. “Ah, but I am unmarried—as we established earlier, Lady
            Bumtrinket.”
         

         
         The lady narrowed her eyes, and then said to Thaddeus, apparently under the misapprehension that a hoarse whisper couldn’t
            be heard across the table, “You mustn’t even think of making Lady Joan—do note that I gave her the honorific—your wife.”
         

         
         Greywick’s jaw was very tight. “I see absolutely no reason why Lady Joan should not be my duchess.”

         
         A surprising response, to Joan’s mind. But then he was not a man who would welcome marital advice.

         
         “I do,” she put in cheerfully. “I hope you won’t mind my comment, since you are discussing my marital fate so openly. Lord Greywick and I would not suit.” 

         
         “We would suit,” he replied, showing an unusual obstinacy. Of course, Lady Bumtrinket could inspire that in even the mildest
            of men. Joan’s own father found her intolerable, and he wasn’t easily enraged.
         

         
         “Her golden hair isn’t going anywhere,” Lady Bumtrinket said with the vulgarity that only the utterly confident could wield.
            “Greywick, you’re going to be a duke, sooner rather than later, to my mind. Something’s wrong with your father. He resembled
            a famished rat, though I didn’t say that to him, of course.”
         

         
         “I fail to see what my father’s girth has to do with Lady Joan’s hair,” Thaddeus said rigidly.

         
         “He’s throwing down the gauntlet,” Otis muttered in Joan’s ear.

         
         “It’s nothing to do with me; Greywick is the sort of man who can’t tolerate interference,” Joan whispered back.

         
         “I know,” Otis replied, with a sigh. “But Bumtrinket is right that Greywick couldn’t—wouldn’t—marry you. I scarcely know him, but he’s obviously as prudish as a Quaker.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t matter,” Joan pointed out. “I would never take him.”

         
         As luck would have it, her sentence fell directly into the silence that often followed one of Lady Bumtrinket’s emphatic statements,
            while listeners sorted out whether they were offended or merely affronted.
         

         
         Her eyes flew to the viscount, and to her surprise, she found a faintly speculative look in his eyes.

         
         “I assume that the ‘he’ refers to Greywick,” Lady Bumtrinket said. “Hardly relevant, is it, since the man won’t offer for
            you.” She fixed Otis with a shortsighted glare. “Who are you?”
         

         
         “Mr. Otis Murgatroyd,” Otis said.

         
         “We both know that,” she snapped. “No, I mean, who are you? I haven’t got the gentry memorized.”
         

         
         “My father is Sir Reginald Murgatroyd,” Otis told her.

         
         “Second son? Third? Fifth?”

         
         “Second,” Otis said.

         
         She squinted. “I thought he shunted the second into the church.”

         
         “I was not suited to the profession,” Otis said.

         
         Thaddeus cleared his throat.

         
         Lady Bumtrinket whipped her head around with the intensity of a falcon on the hunt. “Are you ill?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Then don’t cough like that. Gentlemen make their opinions known in words, not guttural utterances.” She raised her finger,
            and a footman bounded to her side. “I would fancy one of those little squabs that I see on the sideboard. And a fresh glass
            of milk. This one has cooled. No, I’ll have a glass of wine. And a kidney pudding, if there’s one to be had.”
         

         
         The footman bowed. The door opened and closed behind him; at the other end of the table, the duke looked up in mild surprise. Generally, Prism’s meals were precisely regimented to avoid footmen to-ing and fro-ing, as the butler described it. 

         
         “I suppose it’s an acceptable match,” Lady Bumtrinket said, her eyes resting on Joan and Otis. “Lady Joan’s dowry must have
            been padded by the duke to make up for obvious . . . deficiencies.”
         

         
         “Precisely the same as my sisters’ dowries,” Joan clarified.

         
         “Your comment is insolent and ill-bred,” Lord Greywick stated, at the same moment.

         
         “Nonsense,” Lady Bumtrinket said to Greywick, with withering emphasis. “Another example of your insufficient knowledge of
            your status. Dukes are not namby-pamby about matters surrounding marriage, dowries, and jointures. I shall have to congratulate
            Lindow. A well-matched pair. A failed churchman and a . . .” Her vocabulary seemed to fail her.
         

         
         “A lady,” Greywick supplied, his voice hard, his expression stony.

         
         “You’re not a very cheerful type, are you?” the lady said, fishing in her pocket, pulling out a lorgnette with a long diamond-encrusted
            handle, and peering at him through the glass. “I suppose one might become morose, under the circumstances. That is, your father
            and the ‘family of his heart’ create a great deal of entertainment for my kitchen maids, but one would rather not find such
            depravity in one’s family.”
         

         
         She paused, struck by a thought. “I gather that’s why you made no progress with the two older Wilde girls, Greywick. I do hear that Lindow is an attentive father. One of the girls married a duke, but the other settled for a lord, and I heard he’s a bedbug.” 

         
         A moment of stunned silence followed this observation.

         
         “None of my brothers-in-law could be described as a bedbug,” Joan stated, feeling called upon to defend the family.

         
         “Don’t be hotheaded,” Lady Bumtrinket said, pointing her lorgnette across the table. “You know what I mean.”

         
         “No, I do not.”

         
         “Crazy as a bedbug,” Lady Bumtrinket clarified.

         
         “No one in this family is crazy as a bedbug or any other creature.” Joan was rather proud of her tone; in fact, she should
            probably use it when Hamlet first insists that his father was murdered and no one believes him.
         

         
         “A good moment to reiterate that I’m not marrying you, Joan,” Otis murmured.

         
         “You’re breaking my heart! You don’t want to join a family of bedbugs?” Joan whispered back.

         
         “Just as you say,” Lady Bumtrinket stated, paying about as much attention to Joan’s protest as Hamlet’s mother had done. “My
            point is that the Duke of Lindow likely didn’t want your older sisters tied to Greywick for good reason. Madness is hereditary.
            Do you know what your father said to me?” she asked Greywick.
         

         
         If anything, his expression grew stonier.

         
         “The Duke of Eversley sang—sang—‘Love Divine, All Loves Excelling,’” Lady Bumtrinket exclaimed. “A mewling hymn when directed at the heavens, and even worse when the singer seems to think that I will sympathize with the idea that his mistress is divine. Imagine that, if you please. Unsurprisingly, the composer of that nauseating drivel was a Methodist!”
         

         
         Joan felt another pang of sympathy for the tight-lipped viscount. But what could she say? Everyone knew about the Duke of
            Eversley’s obsession with his mistress, though most didn’t bring it up at the dinner table.
         

         
         “Hated that hymn when I was a vicar, and I hate it now,” Otis murmured. “Never thought of it being used to excuse adultery,
            though.”
         

         
         “The Wilde girls would have done,” Lady Bumtrinket mused, pursuing her own train of thought. “The future Duchess of Eversley
            will need gravitas, powerful relatives, certainly an unsullied reputation, given the blemishes to the family name.”
         

         
         She turned to Greywick. “You’ll have to wait for such a woman, or your dukedom will be forever besmirched. You might want
            to smile more, so that fathers don’t shy away. Love divine indeed!” She snorted loudly.
         

         
         Joan couldn’t stay silent any longer. “Either of my sisters, Betsy or Viola, would have been happy to marry Lord Greywick,”
            she said firmly. “My father, the Duke of Lindow, would have celebrated either match, as would fathers throughout society should
            His Lordship choose to ask for their daughters’ hands. Rather, daughter, not daughters, as he’ll only have to offer once because
            the first whom he asks will accept him, with her father’s blessings.”
         

         
         Greywick’s raised eyebrow seemed to find some amusement in her tangled speech, but she ignored him, concentrating on Lady Bumtrinket’s beady eyes. Joan’s acting ability came in handy, as it so often did; her voice rang with truth. “Accepting Lord Greywick’s hand in marriage would make any young woman happy and her father positively ecstatic.” 

         
         “Not the other way around?” Greywick murmured.

         
         “What happened when he wooed your sisters?” Lady Bumtrinket demanded, clearly taken aback. “Everyone in society knew the viscount
            was courting them, one after another, not at the same time. He’s so tall, for one thing. You could see him towering over the
            other dancers.”
         

         
         “As opposed to me,” Otis said cheerfully. “Thank goodness, my lack of height will allow me to woo in a clandestine fashion.”

         
         “You’d have to ask Lord Greywick,” Joan said to Lady Bumtrinket, turning to give His Lordship a beaming smile. “He lost interest
            in Viola and Betsy, as I understand it.”
         

         
         “Hard to believe,” the lady said, squinting at the viscount. “Very hard to believe.”
         

         
         “Viola was too shy for him, and Betsy too . . . too impudent!” Joan added, since Greywick didn’t seem inclined to support
            her story, which was entirely untrue. Betsy had fallen in love, and Viola had married quickly, after she was caught kissing
            a duke in plain sight.
         

         
         “You’ll have to lower your standards,” Lady Bumtrinket advised the still silent Lord Greywick. “You should think about status,
            not personality. It doesn’t matter if your wife is shy, as long as she’s got the proper ancestral bloodlines.”
         

         
         “Thank you for the advice,” the viscount replied. His tone was even, polite.

         
         Joan didn’t like him much, but she had to admit that he had admirable composure.

         
         “I can see that you need guidance,” Lady Bumtrinket said, warming up to the task. “Lady Joan is off the market, since she’s
            promised to Mr. Murgatroyd—”
         

         
         “No, she’s not,” Otis hissed.

         
         “But let’s take her as an example,” Lady Bumtrinket said.

         
         “Let’s not,” Greywick intervened.

         
         “Marriage to a woman like Lady Joan would be a disaster for your children,” Lady Bumtrinket said. “Her hair, the Prussian
            nose . . . such marked traits will carry in the bloodline. If you’ll excuse my plain speaking, Lady Joan,” she added, somewhat
            belatedly.
         

         
         Joan felt oddly fascinated. Comments about her dubious parentage were made behind her back, or hissed at her in anger or disgust,
            but they were rarely stated in public. At her father’s dining table, no less.
         

         
         Otis intervened. “I believe we should change the subject. Did everyone hear that the first mail coach ran successfully between
            Bristol and London?”
         

         
         “I would not care to correspond with any person residing in Bristol,” Lady Bumtrinket said with a sniff.

         
         “I would be honored to marry Lady Joan,” Greywick said, flatly contradicting the old woman in a ringing voice.

         
         “No, you wouldn’t,” Joan retorted.

         
         But she smiled, because it was a kind gesture. He probably thought she was mortified to hear the truth about her scandalous birth spoken out loud. He had no idea how little such comments mattered to her. 

         
         “Lady Joan is marrying Murgatroyd,” Lady Bumtrinket said. She was obviously unused to being challenged. Her cheeks turned
            a nice shade of puce, and her voice rose to something near a bellow. “Your comment indicates how little you understand the
            world of polite society. You cannot marry Lady Joan, or anyone like her.”
         

         
         “I shall marry whomever I choose,” Greywick said softly but with menace.

         
         The expression in his eyes would have made Joan think twice, but Lady Bumtrinket glared back. “I am an upright pillar of the
            very society with whom your children will be eager to mingle, but they won’t be—”
         

         
         “If you’ll forgive my plain speaking,” he retorted, cutting her off, “my children will mingle with whomever they choose, even
            more so if they grow up to be half as beautiful as Lady Joan.”
         

         
         Lady Bumtrinket opened her mouth to squawk a reply, but whatever she meant to say was broken off by a scraping noise. All
            heads turned to the head of the table.
         

         
         The Duchess of Lindow was on her feet. “Great-Aunt Daphne, I understand that someone of your years needs to retire at an early
            hour. I shall escort you to your bedchamber.”
         

         
         Joan didn’t allow herself to smile. Her stepmother was not imposing—yet she was a duchess, every inch of her. And now, as Her Grace walked from the other table and stood beside Lady Bumtrinket’s chair, the lady rose with only a muttered grumble. 

         
         “Do excuse us,” the duchess said, giving Otis, Joan, and Greywick a smile. “My aunt unfortunately must leave us early in the
            morning to continue her journey; we shall miss her company.”
         

         
         The lady opened her mouth but shut it hastily after a glance from her great-niece. The duke escorted both ladies out the door.

         
         “The woman is a fiend,” Greywick said. “I consider that a factual statement rather than an insult.”

         
         “You mustn’t pay too much attention to Lady Bumtrinket’s advice,” Joan said, feeling awkward. Obviously, he had no interest
            in marrying her, so the example was irrelevant, but her great-aunt wasn’t very compassionate.
         

         
         “I would not term it ‘advice,’” he said. “Insolence, better tolerated from an irritated coachman than a dinner companion.”
            Greywick wore his most aristocratic expression, but this time Joan sympathized.
         

         
         “I find it difficult to imagine Lady Bumtrinket as a coachman—or would that be coachwoman?” Otis commented.

         
         “In a better world, ladies would be coachwomen,” Joan said, eager to change the subject.

         
         “Unlikely,” Greywick said. He still had a forbidding look about him.

         
         She gave him a frown. “Not unlikely but inevitable, I’d say. The world is changing, and Lady Bumtrinket clings to an antiquated
            past.”
         

         
         “You think that ladies will become coachwomen?” Otis asked. “Will want to drive a coach?”
         

         
         “I think that ladies will become whatever they wish,” Joan said. “My aunt Knowe would be a far better doctor than any who
            has attended the castle. Half the time she instructs them, and she won’t even allow them in the room any longer during a birth.”
            She turned to Greywick. “That is why my sister Viola is here for the last month of her confinement, so that Aunt Knowe can
            act as her midwife.”
         

         
         “The Wildes are all quite robust,” Otis said. “I doubt my sister
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