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Dedication

To Scott, who made sure I could make my deadlines even while dealing with surgeries, chemotherapy, and radiation (I’m good now!). I love you.
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My Dark Husband by Percy Wittlesford

Little did I know, when I woke up that morning, that my life was about to change.

I’d thought life couldn’t change more than it had; both my parents had died unexpectedly, and it seemed my father had made some very bad investments. I was hiding the truth, hoping some miracle in the form of an offer of marriage would occur to rescue me. I can admit I am quite pretty, and I was optimistic about my chances. While I was technically in mourning, I ensured every eligible bachelor in London had seen me walking in the park, holding a handkerchief while garbed becomingly in black. I had had many fulsome compliments, and even more appraising glances, but nothing tangible to save me.

I was on the verge of complete and utter ruin.
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Chapter One

Ducal Duties

(to be accomplished within a year of assuming the title).


	Learn the names of the upper staff.

	Learn the names of the lower staff within a year and a half.




	Survey the properties and assess their efficiency.

	Acquire a civilian wardrobe.

	No pastel colors.





	Make connections in Society.

	Avoid any who seem to require a set strategy for dealing with them.





	Secure the dukedom with the addition of a suitable wife and subsequent heir.



Thaddeus Dutton, Duke of Hasford, leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest, glaring with dissatisfaction at the list he’d written.

Not that it was the list’s fault; it was his entirely. The list was proper, in correct order, and comprehensive. Disciplined.

Like him.

Boring, his cousin Ana Maria had once said in reaction to his respectable wardrobe—she would far prefer he wear fashionable pastels, for example—but he knew her opinion went beyond that at times. Particularly when he was managing her.

He felt his lips curl into a rueful smile and drew out another sheet of paper, plucking a pen from the surface of his built-entirely-for-efficiency desk. He’d ticked off all the proper items on the list; he had hopes that accomplishing #5 would invigorate both himself and his life. He put the pen to paper and began writing quickly.

A Suitable Woman Will:


	Be unassuming in looks and manner.

	Be pleasant to look at.





	Come from a respectable family. Her relatives must be as well-bred in blood and behavior as she.

	Have a general knowledge of all topics but not be too obsessed by any one of them. Her first priority should always be her husband and, eventually, their children.

	Be able to immediately handle her duties as his duchess.

	Running the household(s), appearing with him at Society events, and comporting herself with the utmost honor and respectability.






He took a deep breath before quickly scribbling the last item on the list.


	Engage satisfactorily in sexual congress.



That was a daring line item, and one he cared deeply about, although of course there was no way to verify the candidate’s ability until after marriage.

The only surprising thing about him lately, he thought exasperatedly, was his becoming a duke in the first place, when it was discovered that his cousin Sebastian’s mother had secured the dukedom for her son through illegal means. His cousin, the former duke, was now plain Mr. de Silva, while Thaddeus had left his command in Her Majesty’s Army to take up command in Her Majesty’s Aristocracy.

Being a duke was not dissimilar to being a military officer.

There was the general ordering about of things and people; the awareness that you were the most important person in the area, unless you happened to be keeping company with royals or generals; and there was the knowledge that if you made a misstep, you could cause the loss of lives or livelihoods for thousands of people.

It was the last bit that made him snap awake at night, nearly as much as he had when navigating a tricky battle strategy.

But with a wife he would have a second-in-command, someone who would assist him with the general ordering about of things and people.

Who would be his equal in the bedroom, giving as much pleasure as she got.

He felt himself stiffen, though not just in that way, and hastily balled the paper in his fist, stuffing it into his top desk drawer, which he locked immediately. He was sitting in the library, which he used as his office. Although there were comfortable chairs and plush carpet in the room, Thaddeus only ever sat in one of the two straight-backed wooden chairs behind a solid wooden desk.

Like him.

“Melmsford!”

Why he raised his voice to yell when he knew his secretary was likely hovering just outside the door was beyond him.

“Your Grace?”

Melmsford was, if possible, even more efficient than Thaddeus. A tall, slender man with prematurely thinning hair, Melmsford’s chief attribute was his encyclopedic knowledge of anything to do with the Hasford holdings. He’d been Sebastian’s secretary, whom Thaddeus had inherited along with the rest of Sebastian’s staff.

It had been Melmsford who had helped Thaddeus navigate the first few perilous months of his taking the title, and Melmsford who even now guided him through the more delicate minutiae of his new role.

If he and Melmsford ever spoke even once about anything not pertaining to business, he might even say he was a friend. But they had not, so he could not.

He should add Converse with Melmsford about something besides business to his list.

“Yes, come here.” Thaddeus gestured toward the front of his desk. “Sit down.”

Melmsford folded his long frame into the chair as he regarded Thaddeus with the proper mixture of deference and awareness.

“It is time to approach item number five,” Thaddeus announced. Melmsford looked confused; of course, he hadn’t seen Thaddeus’s latest list. “A wife.” Melmsford’s eyes widened, but he didn’t speak. “I wish to attend events where there is the greatest opportunity to meet suitable candidates.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” Melmsford rose to gather a sheaf of papers from the small desk he used. “I have several invitations in hand.” He sorted through them, a frown creasing his brows together. “Might I suggest the Baron Raddleston’s party? It is being thrown in honor of Mr. Percy Wittlesford, a novelist. He will be doing a reading, I believe.”

“Novelist, hmm?” Thaddeus said with a snort. He gestured to the bookshelves behind him and on each of the walls in the library. Books that had yet to be touched by him. “There’s no time for reading for pleasure, there’s too much to be done.”

“If I might, Your Grace,” Melmsford interrupted gently, “Mr. Wittlesford’s latest book is the current favorite of a certain group of young ladies, young ladies who would seem to fit your requirements.” He cleared his throat. “I believe the books are of a certain type?”

Thaddeus frowned in confusion. “A certain—oh!” he exclaimed, realizing Melmsford’s usual discretion was even more discreet. At least the reading would not be boring. Or disciplined, for that matter. “In that case, I will attend the Raddlestons’ party.”

“Excellent, Your Grace.”

And if he was fortunate, he would meet a lady of excellent birth, a quiet demeanor, of a pleasing appearance, who was also sexually adventurous.

And while he was at it, he might try to find a black cat in a coal cellar, a needle in a haystack, and a duke who both did his job well and wasn’t entirely dull.

“VINNIE, HOW CAN you possibly get away with it?” Jane’s expression was horrified, her lovely eyes wide, her perfect mouth making a perfect O.

Lavinia nodded toward Percy, who sat in the corner of the drawing room, one lock of dark brown hair falling elegantly over his brow. He was the epitome of the tortured author—a pen in his hand, smudges of ink on his strong chin, papers scattered all over the table at which he sat.

It would be perfect if the papers he was working on was a novel of torrid prose and not the household’s budget.

“He’s the one who’s going to have to get away with it.” Lavinia shrugged. “I just write the books. I don’t have to read them aloud.”

Percy looked up, his remarkably handsome face marred by the frown creasing his brow. Although, Lavinia had to admit, that wasn’t necessarily true, since Percy looked remarkably handsome no matter what. He got all of their father’s looks, whereas Lavinia had inherited her mother’s height (short), her figure (exceedingly curvaceous), and her ability to focus (her father had none, except when it came to his work).

“Are you trying to undermine my confidence, Jane?” Percy asked, getting to his feet.

The three siblings—or more correctly half siblings, since Percy was their father’s child by his mistress—were in the drawing room before dinner, Lavinia choosing the passage of her work that Percy would read that evening, Percy reviewing the budget, and Jane observing, her expression anxious.

Jane’s face fell at Percy’s question, and Lavinia immediately rushed to her sister, sitting down beside her on the sofa and wrapping her arms around her. She glared at Percy, who rolled his eyes in reply.

“I’m sorry, dear.” Jane was the most sensitive of the siblings, even including five-year-old Christina, who would sulk for hours if she were denied anything, even something she did not actually want. The last enormous sulk had been because she was denied a serving of oatmeal, which she didn’t even like. She’d received toast sprinkled with cinnamon sugar—one of her favorites—but since her siblings were having oatmeal, she took umbrage.

Jane, Lavinia, and Christina were their family’s legitimate offspring; Percy and Caroline were the illegitimate offspring, with Percy their father’s mistake, and Caroline their late aunt’s child, born out of wedlock to Adelia, their father’s sister, and a minor European prince, Lavinia always forgot which one. Her father had taken both Percy and Caroline in when they were mere children.

The entire family, along with their parents and a few of their parents’ older distant relatives, lived in an enormous mansion in Mayfair, any potential for being shunned by virtue of their family’s various scandals offset by their father’s incredible wealth, and connections—his financial acumen meant he was a financial adviser to Queen Victoria, who overlooked their family scandal. Their father frequently forgot his various children’s names, but he could recall to a penny what the queen had spent on bric-a-brac in a particular month. And that was usually quite a large sum.

Their mother more than made up for her husband’s lassitude with her ambition for her family’s status.

“I wanted to be here to support you,” Jane replied, her words muffled. She raised her head and looked at Lavinia, then over her head at Percy. “Both of you. And I wanted to be sure I wouldn’t reveal the secret, and I thought I would be less likely to if I wasn’t surprised this evening.” She returned her gaze to Lavinia. “You’re not going to choose anything too scandalous, are you?” she added in a hesitant tone.

Sometimes Lavinia wondered if Jane had been switched with another child at birth. Unlike her siblings, half siblings, and cousins, she was quiet, well-mannered, and very gentle. If it weren’t for the strong resemblance to their parents, Lavinia would be concerned there was a reckless girl—her true sister—somewhere out there horrifying a staid family.

“Of course not,” Lavinia assured her. The passage she’d chosen was the characters’ first meeting in a rose garden, entirely exemplary behavior, although there were mentions of thorns and poking and blooming, mentions that certain listeners would comprehend entirely, while others—like Jane—would entirely miss.

Lavinia had borrowed a variant of her half brother’s name to publish under because lady novelists did not sell as well as male novelists. Percy Waters had become Percy Wittlesford, and she had happily collected the royalty checks from her publisher.

But then her latest book, Storming the Castle, had taken the fancy of many Society ladies, and there was great interest, her publisher said, in the author. Lavinia and Percy had discussed how to proceed, and the two had settled it between them that Percy would pretend to be the author.

Once the interested ladies discovered Percy Wittlesford was actually Percy Waters, the handsome illegitimate son of one of London’s sharpest minds—well, it wasn’t long before Percy was being asked to give public readings.

Even though he would much rather be home working on numbers. He took after their father in that way, but his illegitimacy meant he could only work behind the scenes. That might change, now that Society believed him to be a successful author. Even the queen’s propriety could bend if there was fame involved, which was why Lavinia had encouraged him to make public appearances and why he had agreed to do so. The only other person who knew that Lavinia had actually written all of Percy’s four published works was Jane.

Baron Raddleston, at whose party Percy would be reading, was one of Society’s most influential tastemakers. He and his wife prided themselves on launching the careers of a variety of artists, from Italian opera singers to Russian harpists to homegrown British authors such as Percy.

Lavinia would do anything for her siblings, even including oatmeal-sulking Christina. If her talent for writing meant that Percy could finally do what he truly wished to, she’d happily pretend forever, just making certain Percy was familiar with most of the plots of the books. It was a relief, honestly, not to have to write the books and be the public face of the author.

Plus there was Jane to be considered—all quiet Jane wished for was to marry the equally quiet Mr. Henry McTavish. He and his family were their neighbors, though the two families were complete opposites. The McTavishes, it had been explained many times, were entirely correct and would never allow their only son to marry any type of scandal, even though the “scandalous behavior” was from an earl’s family, and adviser to the queen, no less. But there had been an incident many years past, and it didn’t seem to matter to the McTavishes that the Capels were well-thought-of by many.

Recently, however, the McTavishes seemed to be weakening in their resolve against Henry and Jane since the two were so devoted to one another.

Which would be wonderful, except Jane and Lavinia’s parents—or more specifically, their mother—had insisted Jane and her beauty be introduced to Society in hopes of landing a husband who was in the upper echelons of Society, not a mere neighbor’s son who was respectable. Lavinia knew Jane would suffer anxiety at meeting that many people on her own, and she might end up accidentally engaged to the wrong person if Lavinia weren’t there.

It was Jane and Lavinia’s plan for Jane to be so quiet in Society that nobody would notice her. It wasn’t working—Jane’s dowry overcame her quietness—but thus far her only suitors were desperate men, and their mother would not accept a desperate man.

So, if the Season ended and Jane had not found a suitably important man to marry, their mother might be persuaded to change her mind and let Jane marry Henry, after all.

If Lavinia had made a list of all her tasks for the next few months—which she had not, since Christina had used all their paper on drawing pictures of apparently distressed goats—the list would read thusly:

Lavinia’s List of Responsibilities


	Keep Jane unmarried until Mama is persuaded to consider Mr. McTavish.

	Keep Jane unmarried until Mr. McTavish’s parents are persuaded to consider Jane.





	Try to keep the family out of any current scandalous behavior.

	Secure Percy’s reputation as an excellent novelist who is also sharp with numbers. Have him announce his retirement from writing to devote himself to his father’s business.

	Convince Papa to allow Percy to join the business.

	Figure out which minor European prince is Caroline’s father.



“Jane! Lavinia!”

Their mother stood at the doorway, glaring disapprovingly at them as she simultaneously gave Percy a warm smile.

It was a remarkable talent.

“Yes, Mother?” Lavinia replied.

“You should be dressing for the evening.” Lady Scudamore glanced at the clock in the corner. “You only have three hours!” She advanced into the room as Lavinia resisted rolling her eyes too obviously.

“They don’t need that much time to look lovely,” Percy said, so obviously exerting his charm. Lavinia nearly snorted.

Percy was not, of course, Lady Scudamore’s child, but she treated him better than she did her own children. Or at least better than she did her younger daughter. Lavinia thought it was due to Percy’s appearance and that he was male.

It was entirely unfair.

“You don’t need that much time, Percy dear, but I’ve heard the Duke of Hasford will be attending the Raddlestons’ party this evening.” Lady Scudamore pursed her lips as she regarded Jane, whose anxious expression had returned. “And there is only one reason he would be going out. He has been extraordinarily reclusive. He must be searching for a bride.” She stepped forward to slide her finger down Jane’s cheek. “And you are lovely enough to be a duchess.”

Lavinia glanced between Jane and her mother, noting the panicked look in her sister’s eyes as well as her mother’s determined gaze.

Oh dear.

“What gown should I wear, Mother?” Lavinia asked.

Not that she wanted her mother’s opinion, but she did want her mother to stop focusing so intently on Jane. Her sister was too delicate to handle the pressure, and there wouldn’t be much that Percy could do in this particular situation—the reason their mother wanted her daughters to marry well was because elevating their status would ameliorate the scandal of having Percy and Caroline living with them in the first place. There was only so much a large amount of money and the queen’s favor could do, after all.

“You should choose whatever you want,” her mother replied, clearly dismissing the topic as unworthy of her attention. “Jane, you should wear the white satin and I will lend you my diamond earrings.” She gave a happy sigh. “A duchess! It would be all I’ve ever dreamt of!”

Lavinia took Jane’s hand, tugging her toward the door. Jane stumbled as though frozen in place.

“The white satin then,” Lavinia echoed. “We’ll just go start, shall we?”

“THE DUKE OF Hasford,” the butler announced.

Thaddeus paused at the entrance to the ballroom, glancing around at all the people who were currently staring at him.

If there was one thing he hated most about being a duke, it was that everyone gawked whenever he appeared in public. That would likely ease if he appeared in public more often, but that would mean appearing in public more often, and he had little tolerance for frivolity.

A small voice in his head said perhaps he would be less rigid if he had more tolerance for frivolity, but he quashed that quickly. He couldn’t manufacture a tolerance he didn’t have.

Another impetus for getting married—he could settle at home with his wife, tending to his business affairs and working on begetting an heir.

Literally mixing business with pleasure.

He stepped into the room, schooling his features to look blandly polite as opposed to annoyed. He was here for a purpose, he reminded himself. He didn’t want to scare off any potential duchesses with his stern face, which his soldiers had assured him was terrifying.

“Good evening, Your Grace.” A woman fluttered up to him, the feathers in her hair nodding gently as she moved her head. “I am Baroness Raddleston, and this is my husband, the baron.” A gentleman appeared at her shoulder, both of them wearing exceedingly pleased expressions. Likely because they landed a duke at their party, not because they were particularly delighted to see him.

Although to be fair this was the first time they had met, so why would it be otherwise?

Perhaps the baron would prove to be a marvelous friend, and the two of them would discover they had common interests such as—well, damn. He didn’t have any interests. Or hadn’t allowed himself to have any because there was too much work to do.

He made a mental note to add “develop interests” to his list. And “frivolity.”

The Raddlestons’ ballroom was elegantly decorated. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling every six feet or so, and the lit candles cast golden shadows throughout the room, lending it a certain mystery. The servants, garbed in unobtrusive attire and holding silver platters, wound their way through the guests, dispersing what appeared to be tiny bites of food and the occasional glass of champagne.

There was a string quartet playing quietly in the background, obviously just something to pass the time until the evening’s main event—the reading of the lurid material.

“Mr. Wittlesford will be reading in about an hour,” the baron said, as though privy to Thaddeus’s inner thoughts. He hoped not, actually, since in addition to wondering when the reading would be, Thaddeus was also wondering how early he could leave and still be polite to his hosts.

“Meanwhile,” the baron continued, “we have refreshments and beverages and plenty of other guests. I don’t suppose you have met—”

“Baron!” a lady said loudly. She was about ten feet away, with a few people in between them, but her voice was piercing enough to make Thaddeus wince. Or more specifically, to make him wish he could wince, but he couldn’t, because it would be rude to do so.

“Lady Scudamore,” the baron replied, turning to the lady, who was pushing her way through the crowd, dragging two ladies behind her.

Lady Scudamore was a middle-aged woman with a strong jaw and a commanding figure, even though she was short.

The ladies she had trailing after her, Thaddeus could now see, were younger, both likely in their twenties. The more beautiful of the two wore a bright gown of white satin, her golden hair glinting in the candlelight. The lady had a serene expression, her pale blue eyes looking not at Thaddeus but somewhere over his shoulder.

The other woman was short, with darker hair than the first, strands of it falling onto her face. Rather than staring fixedly in one spot, as the first woman was, her eyes were darting around the room as though she were cataloguing everyone within.

And then her gaze shifted to him, and he saw her look at him openly and brazenly, raking her eyes up and down his body until she settled on his face. There was something so active and engaged in how she looked it was appealing, even though the judgmental part of him thought she was forward.

He didn’t intend to, but he couldn’t help but notice how enticing her figure was; more lush than the other woman, who was slender and perfectly formed. This woman’s bosom was impossible not to notice, the curved white mounds nearly spilling out of her pale blue gown.

He felt an immediate visceral response to her, something so nearly crude he was startled at his reaction. This lady wasn’t someone one would make polite conversation with; she was someone a person would hunger after, making it impossible to speak at all.

This woman was someone he would have to steadfastly avoid.

He liked things and people he could place in their appropriate boxes: soldier, servant, wife. His friends mocked his adherence to efficiency and routine, but it was what made him good at being first a captain and then a duke. Someone who didn’t fit, who made him question his own reactions, was too dangerous to his state of mind.

“Good evening, Baron. Baroness.” The older woman spoke, taking hold of the first lady’s arm and keeping her gaze fixed on Thaddeus.

“Lady Scudamore, a pleasure.” The baron gestured toward Thaddeus. “Your Grace, may I present Lady Scudamore? And her daughters, Lady Jane and Lady Lavinia?”

All three ladies curtseyed, and when they rose, the first lady—Jane, it seemed—still had that serene expression, but Lady Lavinia’s lips had curled into a mischievous smile, revealing a deep dimple in her cheek. Her presence felt like a tangible thing. Probably his immediate and visceral reaction was a blend of desire and envy—he wished he could be as vibrant as she seemed to be. To engage everyone around her with enthusiasm and electricity.

Another item to add to his list, perhaps?

“Good evening, ladies,” Thaddeus said, bowing. “A pleasure to meet you.”

The younger ladies murmured something indistinct in reply, but their voices were drowned out by their mother. “Are you here for the reading? It is our own Percy who is the author.” She leaned forward as though imparting a secret. “Naughty boy, we had no idea he was writing such books.”

Lady Lavinia made a quickly smothered noise as Lady Jane’s cheeks turned bright red.

“Percy Wittlesford is the author of Storming the Castle,” the baron said. “Have you read it?”

Thaddeus shook his head. “No, I don’t get the opportunity to read for pleasure.” And if I did, I wouldn’t read books like those.

“His books are quite—” And the baron paused.

“Delightful,” Lady Lavinia supplied, that impish look still on her face. Lady Jane’s cheeks turned even more red, if possible. “Impossible to put down,” Lady Lavinia added. “One might say the books are ahead of their time.”

“I look forward to the reading,” Thaddeus said, knowing how stiff and awkward he sounded. And yet unable to do anything to stop it.

“Your Grace, my Jane mentioned she was very interested in your former career in the military.”

Lady Jane glanced quickly at her mother, then smoothed her expression again. It was obvious she had never expressed any such interest.

Thaddeus felt himself admiring her ability to keep her emotions in control. An attribute to be greatly desired in a powerful titled lady.

“Yes, Your Grace,” Lady Jane said. “I wonder what it is like in battle. If you could describe it.”

Thaddeus took a deep breath, preparing to summon the stock answer he gave when anybody outside of the army asked him when Lady Lavinia spoke.

“I imagine it is something very difficult to describe,” she said, a sympathetic look in her eyes.

He gave a brief nod.

“Do try,” Lady Scudamore urged.

“Mother.” Lady Lavinia’s tone was nearly reproving. Of course. Someone who was so obviously observant would have seen his discomfort. It was unsettling to have someone see him so clearly, and so soon after meeting him.

Someone who was so determined to keep someone else from discomfort that she was willing to speak back to her mother.

Definitely someone to avoid. As well as someone to envy.

Had he ever spoken to his parents like that? He knew full well he had not—his father had also been a military man, and carried that demeanor to his child. His mother had been just as rigid, showing her maternal love in ensuring he was properly fed and clothed. He could remember just one time when she had hugged him, or allowed him to hug her, and that was when his father had died.

“Battle is, as Lady Lavinia says, difficult to describe.” He kept his focus on Lady Jane. Far easier to look at, not just because she was so classically beautiful, but also because she lacked her sister’s direct gaze. She was easy to put in a box: beautiful, eligible young lady. Not nearly as disconcerting as her sister. “It is filled with chaos, and loud noises, and confusion.”

“Rather like a Society party,” Lady Lavinia remarked dryly.

Everyone but Thaddeus chuckled.

“But you are out of that now, thank goodness,” Lady Scudamore said. “And now you can leave the protection of our country to others.”

“Yes.” Thaddeus spoke shortly, and he caught Lady Lavinia’s quick glance at him. He wanted to squirm under her sharp notice, but of course he did not squirm. And even if he had ever squirmed before, he was absolutely certain that dukes did not squirm.

“If you will excuse me, I wish to get something to drink,” Lady Lavinia said. “Jane, are you thirsty?”

“Indeed,” Lady Jane said.

“Perhaps the duke is thirsty as well.” Lady Scudamore spoke in an arch voice that made it clear what she wanted to happen.

“Mother,” Lady Lavinia warned again.

“I would be happy to escort the ladies to the refreshment table,” Thaddeus found himself saying. Lady Scudamore beamed at him.

He could not resist shooting a glance toward her, only to find her eyebrows raised in disbelief, her expression revealing that she was already disappointed in him.

And they had just met.

If you give her this, you will find yourself accommodating her forever, her look seemed to say.

Perhaps I am fine with that, he wanted to reply. I am looking for a bride. And why not Lady Jane? A lady of beauty and good manners who was clearly able to control her emotions.

You are entirely predictable, her look shot back. And therefore entirely disappointing.




My Dark Husband by Percy Wittlesford

It was raining that fateful morning, but it wasn’t just rain—it was a torrent, a maelstrom, an outpouring of liquid from the sky as though someone was tipping a bucket.

I fretted as my maid got me dressed; how was I to possibly go out in such weather?

And yet I had to.

I had an appointment with the person who held my fate in his hands. Even though that terrible morning I had no idea he did. All I knew was that he had sent a note insisting we meet. The note said it pertained to my future, and that I would profoundly regret it if I did not go.

My Dark Husband by Percy Wittlesford




Chapter Two

Lavinia had certainly not expected the Duke of Hasford to look as he did when her mother first mentioned him.

If asked to suppose what he might look like, Lavinia might describe an average-sized gentleman with aristocratic features indicating his faultless bloodline as well as a supercilious attitude. Someone who was in command of his surroundings and was certain anybody else was not in command. Whose presence was overwhelming because of his status, not because of what he looked like.

But oh, how wrong she was.

His presence was overwhelming because of what he looked like, with his status very much of an afterthought.

The actual Duke of Hasford was tall and broad-shouldered, his physique obviously hewn from actual work rather than dilettantism. He wore evening attire, as was correct, but what was not correct was how seeing his thighs encased in his evening breeches made Lavinia feel.

They were strong, as were his features, his dark eyes holding a severe promise that made Lavinia shiver. It was the same feeling she got after writing a particularly passionate scene. She wanted to step forward and press her lips against his mouth, see if that spark she felt deep inside would flare to life with a kiss.

But of course she could do nothing of the kind. Not the least of which was that their mother had already decided she would marry Jane off to this man.

This man who was outsize in appearance, impact, and title.

He would eat Jane alive.

Although he himself did not seem to know he might affect a lady in his vicinity; his behavior and manner of speaking was absolutely correct, and she had discerned his discomfort when asked to speak about his past life.

But it was there, a nearly tangible passion vibrating through his entire presence. It was almost as though his suppressed emotions were about to pulse through his skin. It made her keenly aware of him, of every movement he made.

If he were anything but a duke, she would entertain certain thoughts that thus far she had kept at bay.

The three of them walked through the crowd, the duke in the middle, his arms looped through hers and Jane’s. Lavinia tightened her grip, noting without surprise how strongly muscled it seemed.

“Are you all right, Lady Lavinia?” the duke asked, likely as a result of her squeezing him. His words were as stiffly self-conscious as they had been earlier. Perhaps she was the only one upon whom he had this remarkable effect?

She’d have to ask Jane.

Although perhaps she wouldn’t. That might reveal a vulnerability she wasn’t certain she wished to, despite Jane being her closest friend as well as her sister.

“I am fine, thank you, Your Grace.” There. She had replied in the entirely correct way, and they were still walking, and she hadn’t done anything like twist around so she stood in front of his impressive form and admire him fully.

“You do not attend many Society parties, do you?” Lavinia asked.

“No,” he said, again in that terse tone he’d used before. But she noticed he’d stiffened, as though ill at ease. Was it possible he just wasn’t comfortable in social situations?

In which case, he’d chosen the wrong profession. Although of course he hadn’t exactly chosen to be a duke—more like the dukedom chose him.

“Why not?” Lavinia asked. “Unless it truly is too much like battle—all the skirmishing, and battle lines being drawn, and determined mothers bearing the weapons of their daughters’ beauty.” It wasn’t the polite thing to say, she knew that, and yet she couldn’t seem to help herself. She already sensed Jane’s worry about what she had said.

Was she suddenly a conduit for everyone’s feelings?

She hoped not, she definitely would not like to channel whatever her mother felt most days—frustration that her family didn’t do as she wished all of the time, or regret that Percy wasn’t actually her son and Lavinia was actually her daughter. Perhaps glee as she introduced Jane to men such as the duke here, men who could elevate their ramshackle family into something much more respectable. It was one thing to have vast wealth, and the queen’s trust, but tamping down the family’s disreputability with a duke would be a coup.

“I have been busy with business. Too busy to attend social gatherings.”

He spoke in a stiffly uncomfortable tone. Lavinia wondered if it was because he knew he sounded like a righteous prig, or because he was aware it could be seen as a judgment on other people who weren’t too busy to attend social gatherings or just because he didn’t want to speak with her.

Well, that answered her earlier question. She was definitely not a feelings conduit or she would have known precisely what he meant.

“Busy with business?” she said in an amused tone.

She saw his jaw tighten as he hastily suppressed an eye roll.

It should not send a shiver up her spine that he was so easy to bait. And yet here she was, shivering spine and all.

They reached the refreshment table, thank goodness, before Lavinia could forget herself and ask him if he knew just how his appearance might make some women—namely her—feel.

“Lady Jane, what would you like to drink?”

Lavinia released his arm, trying not to pay attention to the slight feeling of regret at the loss of his touch.

Jane leaned forward to catch Lavinia’s eye, pointing to the punch bowl on the table in front of her. “Vinnie, they have sparkling punch.”

Lavinia looked where Jane was pointing. “So they do. Your Grace, my sister and I would both appreciate a glass of punch.”

Jane gave her a relieved smile. Jane found it so difficult to speak to strangers that Lavinia—who had no such problem—usually spoke for her sister as well as herself.

Perhaps once Jane was safely married to Mr. McTavish that would change. Because the alternative—Lavinia having to tell Jane’s husband how his wife felt—would be even more than someone as gregarious and outgoing as Lavinia could handle.

That likely would not be an issue, if only because Lavinia had observed that Jane and Mr. McTavish sat for an inordinate amount of time not speaking.

That situation would drive her completely mad, but then again, she was not planning on marrying Mr. McTavish. She was planning on Jane marrying him, which was why it was so crucial that the Compelling Duke not develop an interest in her sister.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” she replied as he handed the glasses to her and Jane. He nodded, but kept his gaze on Jane.

“Thank you,” Jane murmured, taking a sip from her glass.

Lavinia took a sip also. The punch was unexpectedly fizzy and perfectly cold, a delicious mélange of berry tastes, champagne, and sweetness.

She happened to glance over at the duke, who was also drinking. He swallowed, and Lavinia watched his throat work, then felt her eyes widen as he closed his eyes in apparent bliss, allowing himself to reveal just how pleasurable he found the beverage.

Oh my.

And then the moment ended as quickly as it had begun.

“Your brother’s reading will be soon?” the duke asked, his tone betraying impatience, his expression returned to its previous implacability.

Had she dreamt his moment of pleasure? Did he even know himself he reacted like that to something so basic and intrinsic as drinking something delicious?

His moments of pleasure would not, apparently, extend to the reading. She didn’t think he was so eager to hear the words. More likely it was that he was regretting having to waste time waiting for the reading that he didn’t particularly want to hear.

Lavinia had heard him say he hadn’t read her book, and she had discerned a faint hint of condescension in his reply. Of course that was true of most any male, and many females, who realized that some novels were merely entertaining, and therefore contemptible.

Misguided humans.

Dukes weren’t so above everyone else that they couldn’t enjoy a good book once in a while, she wished she could point out indignantly.

But this particular duke might be.

Or he was too busy stalking around exuding his presence, the presence that seemed to affect her in a particular way, to spend any time doing something as normal as reading.

For the first time ever, she wished her imagination wasn’t quite so . . . imaginative.

Because she could see him as the dark hero in one of her books, a man with an inherent sense of command discovering just what he could do with a strong heroine. What she would willingly let him do.

It was fortunate she didn’t have access to paper and pen here, or she would be off in the corner scribbling down the images that were flooding her brain.

“Vinnie?”

Jane’s voice broke through her thoughts, and while she should be grateful she was brought back to the present, she nearly resented Jane for interrupting the quite vivid thoughts she was having and the book she was already plotting.

Not that he’d read the resulting product, she thought grumpily.

“Pardon? I’m sorry,” she said to Jane. “I was thinking about something.”

Jane’s mouth curled into a wry smile. “I could see that, just like you do when you’re—oh!” she said, putting her hand over her mouth.

“What was the question?” Lavinia asked quickly, hoping the duke wouldn’t realize Jane had nearly spilled her secret.

“When the reading will begin. I wasn’t certain. The duke asked.”

Of course. Right before she had let her mind wander through a field of kisses, tall, dark heroes and willing heroines.

“I believe the baron said it would be in about an hour, and that was approximately fifteen minutes ago. So—forty-five minutes from now?”

The duke nodded as though pleased. She suspected it was not because he was looking forward to it but because she’d been almost militarily accurate as to the time.

She would imagine—because of course she couldn’t stop herself—that his military accuracy would extend to every aspect of his life.

And now she was all shivery again, and it wasn’t because she was cold.

THADDEUS SHIFTED AS he stood by the sisters, a prickly awareness crawling on his skin. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant, but it was unusual. While he often regretted his change in circumstances—ludicrous though that sounded, he was a duke, for goodness’ sake—he didn’t ever feel as though he didn’t belong.

Because he always belonged. Whether it was when he was an earl’s heir, and then an earl, a commander on the battlefield, or a duke in his Mayfair mansion, he belonged.

But now it felt as though he wasn’t quite sure what he was supposed to be doing or saying, and there was an extra element in the room that brought all of his prickly consciousness to one person—Lady Lavinia.

It was aggravating to his normally staid mien, because her sister Jane was definitely far more to his taste. She was elegantly beautiful, tastefully gowned and mannered, and clearly obedient. With the exception of the one item he would not know until after marriage, she was precisely whom he’d described in his list of requirements for a bride.

And yet.

There she was, standing beside her sister, looking like riotous exuberance in comparison to the thoughtfully staid Jane. Like a tiger lily poking its defiant orange petals amongst a field of quiet Easter lilies. She gazed around her avidly, as though soaking up the sun of everyone’s personality.

Probably she thought he brought only rain, given their interactions thus far. If he were to go so far as to be interested in her, which he was not, he would likely find himself challenged and provoked, two things he did not want in a marriage.

But her sister Jane was indeed perfect for his needs. He hadn’t expected to meet someone who would be suitable so soon, but like any good battle strategy, he had to be prepared to strike at any moment. It was clear, from her mother’s obvious and nearly crass insinuations, that this Jane was searching for a husband herself.

It was almost too easy.

“Lady Jane,” he began, “I have not been long in town, and the time I have been here has been filled up with my various business affairs.” Could he sound any duller? “But perhaps you could recommend some places I must see now that my time is less compromised?”

Lady Jane’s big blue eyes got even wider, and she glanced over at her sister. Was she so cowed by Lady Lavinia that she was scared to speak for herself?

He already felt protective of her, and they’d just met.

“Your Grace,” the tiger lily replied, “Jane and I like to do many things. I am not certain, however, what types of entertainment you would enjoy. You mentioned earlier you do not read.” She gestured toward where the musicians played. “Do you appreciate music?”

Thaddeus felt a surge of annoyance flood through him. No, he did not read for pleasure, but the way she phrased it made him feel as though he was lacking somehow.

Something that voice in his head had already pointed out to him. Her seeming to reference it made it even more galling.

“I do,” he replied, trying not to make his tone sound as irritated as he felt.

He had never had such a visceral reaction to someone before. If this Lady Jane were to agree to become his bride, he would have to take pains to keep her sister far away from them. He did not want his peace disturbed, and he already knew she was—whether she intended to or not—disturbing his peace. And he wanted Lady Jane to be able to express her own opinions, not defer to her younger sister.

“And art?” she continued.

Thaddeus nodded. “Art, yes.” Not that he had paid much attention to art in the past, but he supposed he liked it. He had fond thoughts for several of the paintings in his town house, pictures of landscapes with clouds and trees and such.

“Jane and I like to visit the Royal Academy, although of course they don’t exhibit any female artists,” Lady Lavinia said. “And then there are a few music halls we go to, even though our mother would likely not approve.” She leaned in to speak in a lower tone of voice. “But our brother Percy accompanies us. We are entirely protected.”

“Ah.”

What did one say to a young lady who had just admitted to scandalous behavior to a person they’d just met? And admitted to taking her clearly shy and completely proper sister there as well?

“A friend of mine,” Lady Jane said, her cheeks turning a delightful shade of pink as she spoke, “often remarks that music is the voice of the soul.”

Lady Lavinia turned to look at her sister in surprise. “My goodness, that is quite poetic.”

So she could speak for herself, Thaddeus thought.

Lady Jane blushed even more. “It is.” She gazed directly at Thaddeus. “I know it could be seen as inappropriate, but I love attending the halls. The people there come from everywhere, all united in their appreciation of music.”

“Or their appreciation for the dancers,” Lady Lavinia remarked dryly.

“I would like to hear the music, Lady Jane,” the duke said, ignoring her sister’s comment. “The soul’s voice.”

“I can draw up a list of the places we prefer,” Lady Lavinia replied.

That was not what he wanted, and she knew it. Of course he had phrased it as he had because he wanted to hear the music with Lady Jane. It wasn’t as though he was actually interested in entertainment, except as to how it might pertain to his eventual settling down.

Aggravating woman.

She raised her eyebrows in a silent defiant question, and he found himself meeting her gaze, having another one of those unspoken conversations with her.

You are not worthy of my sister, her expression seemed to say.

You don’t know me. I am worth plenty.

That is not what I meant, and you know it.

Entirely aggravating. And clearly determined to thwart whatever nascent courtship he might wish to embark on. But why?

And why did he wish to know so badly?




My Dark Husband by Percy Wittlesford

I made myself presentable, ate a biscuit with butter, and ordered the carriage to take me to the address on the mysterious note I’d received.

Why did I go, not knowing either the name nor the why of the invitation?

Because I was desperate. All I owned was a wardrobe suitable for a young lady of fortune, my mother’s pearls, and a doll from my childhood.

Everything else was either not ours to begin with or about to be sold to settle my father’s debts.

My Dark Husband by Percy Wittlesford




Chapter Three

Lavinia smiled as she surveyed the group assembled for Percy’s reading. There were several sighing ladies, a few gentlemen who appeared to be taking inspiration from Percy’s disheveled locks and generally artistic appearance for their own wardrobe, and of course outliers such as the Duke of Hasford, who stood between her and Jane, his stance as though he were standing at military attention rather than in a Society ballroom.

The three of them were at the back of the room, Lavinia having navigated them to the spot so she could observe the crowd’s reaction to her work, while Jane was always just as happy to be at the edges of something rather than in the middle of it.

Percy stood at the front of the room on a dais, Lady Scudamore seated directly in front of him flanked by other ladies of similar age and admiration. The crowd grew quiet as Percy began to read.

“They stood in the garden at dusk, the setting sun casting long shadows over the flowers.

“Bathsheba turned to face him, this man who was going to implement her ruin. The earl was a formidable presence, a veritable thorn amongst the roses. He lifted his chin at her regard, placing his hands on his hips as he returned her stare.

“Bathsheba mirrored his movement, straightening her spine as she raised her chin.

“‘You cannot intimidate me,’ she said, speaking in a firm tone.

“He stepped forward and she resisted the urge to step back. He would not know how he affected her. How she wondered if his arms would be like banded steel around her body, if he would prick her as easily as a rose would if she let it.

“His face was bathed in a Peter Natural light.”

Percy’s eyebrows drew together in a confused frown. “Peter Natural?” he repeated. “Who’s he?”

“Not Peter Natural,” Lavinia muttered under her breath. “Preternatural.”

Percy’s face cleared as he peered back down at the pages in his hand. “‘His face was bathed in a preternatural light,’” he began, shooting a quick glance toward Lavinia, who wrinkled her nose back at him, “‘and Bathsheba wondered if there was a spark of kindness in him that she could cultivate as the gardener tended the roses.’”

She really had overdone the gardening aspect, hadn’t she?

But it seemed the listeners didn’t mind; Lavinia could see how many of them were literally on the edge of their seats, leaning forward to catch every word—mispronounced or not—dropping from Percy’s lips.

Or perhaps they were looking at Percy himself, who was rather striking.

If Storming the Castle continued its sales trend, Lavinia would have enough money to pay for a place of her own. Not that she didn’t love her family, even her mother, but sometimes she wished to be alone, free from having to worry about everyone in her orbit. And her parents might give her enough money to support her desires, but she’d still feel obligated to them, and there was the concern that they might withdraw their support at any time, especially if Lavinia helped Jane thwart their mother’s plans for her.

Once Jane was safely married to Mr. McTavish, Lavinia could finally relax.

She might still set up her own household, however, regardless of how shocking it might appear—it wouldn’t be the most shocking thing her family had ever done, after all. And she would have plenty of time to herself.

Though she suspected she would then worry more about Percy, Caroline, and the other members of her family to compensate for not worrying about Jane.

She tilted back where she stood, peering behind the duke’s back to catch a glimpse of Jane.

Her sister bore her customary serene expression, but Lavinia could discern the lines of tension in Jane’s body—the extra rigidity of her spine, how her hands were clasped behind her back, her fingers twisting.

Lavinia felt her mouth tighten in dismay, and wished she could whisk Jane away from all of this, gather up Mr. McTavish, and march them both to a vicar.

She could and would not rest until Jane was finally wed to the gentleman she wanted. Not the duke their mother wanted, or anybody who might draw Jane out of her shell, even though that was what Lavinia might want for Jane. But Mr. McTavish, all quiet lankiness of him. Lavinia would be






































































































































OEBPS/images/9780063010987_Cover.jpg
“Make Megan Frampton
your next read!”
—SARAH MACLEAN,
New York Times
bestselling

A HAZARDS OF DUKES NOVEL





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
MEGAN
FRAMPTON

WICKED
BARG AIN ForR

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA





