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For my Dad.

You dreamed such big dreams for your children.

Wish you were here to share this one coming true.

I miss you.
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Prologue




London

1879

The young woman’s breathless cries rose to a fevered pitch, as he skillfully urged her toward the pinnacle of pleasure. Against his palms, her hips quivered.

“Geoffrey, ah, Geoffrey!”

Confound it!

He stilled, knowing beyond any doubt what would follow. A tiny whimper and then tears. More quickly than most, she succumbed to both insipid reactions.

Ever so slowly he lifted his head from between her thighs and captured her horrified green gaze for only a heartbeat, before she looked away and her tears began in earnest.

“I’m frightfully sorry,” she rasped.

As well she should be. It was exceedingly bad form to call out for one’s husband while in another’s bed.

Rhys Rhodes pressed a light kiss to the inside of her thigh, which only served to make her flinch and escalated her weeping into abhorrent sobbing. Tenderly he positioned her shapely leg in order to extricate himself from the intimate place she obviously no longer wished him to be.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he opened a drawer in the small mahogany bedside table and withdrew a neatly folded monogrammed handkerchief, one of a dozen he kept readily available for just such an occasion. Of late they were occurring with irritatingly increasing frequency.

He truly needed to speak with Camilla regarding the women she was sending his way.

He glanced over his shoulder. This latest one had turned away from him, presenting him with her lovely back. Reaching over her curled shoulders, he dangled the linen in front of her. “Here now, make use of this.”

She snatched at his offering and proceeded to wipe away her tears, sniffing inelegantly during the process.

“It’s not fair,” she muttered. “He’s with his dreadful mistress tonight. Why can’t I take on a lover without feeling guilty?”

He retrieved his dressing gown from a nearby chair, slipped into the silk, and tightened the sash. Experience had taught him that absolution was best given when flesh was not pressed against flesh. Stretching out on the satin sheets, he folded his hand around her quaking shoulder. “Come here.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. Not yet.”

“Countess, let me hold you. I’ll even allow you to beat on my chest if it’ll make you feel better,” he said quietly.


She peered over her shoulder. Tears dampened her cheeks and pooled at the corners of her mouth. “Don’t you want to finish?”

He bestowed upon her a wry grin. “Dear lady, trust me on this matter: we are well and truly finished.”

More tears surfaced in her limpid eyes as she rolled toward him. Cradling her in his arms, he rocked her gently.

“I want to hate him, truly I do, with all my heart, but I can’t seem to find it within me to feel anything beyond disappointment that our marriage is no more than it is,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“Why can’t Geoffrey love me?”

“Perhaps he does,” he offered.

Although he knew in all likelihood the Earl of Whithaven did not love his wife. Love wasn’t always a consideration for matrimony among the aristocracy. As evidenced by the tragic marriage of his brother Quentin, the Marquess of Blackhurst.

“My coming here was a silly notion. I can’t fathom why I even considered it.” She looked up at him, her eyes searching his. “Was I unfaithful, do you suppose, if you never actually…if we were never truly…joined?”

He touched his lips to her forehead. Women sought him out because he was adept at giving them what they desired, even when all they truly wanted were carefully chosen truths, bordering on but not quite crossing over into the realm of lies. “No, you weren’t unfaithful.”

“Truly?”

“Not to my way of thinking, but I don’t believe I would broach the subject with your husband if I were you. He might not be nearly as understanding as I.”


She smiled then, a sweet, shy smile that made him want to search out her errant husband and beat the unappreciative man until he came to his senses.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“My pleasure.”

Her smile grew slightly, almost impishly. “It really wasn’t, was it? Your pleasure, I mean.”

It seldom was. But he had no plans to oblige her with the truth and risk having it whispered about London.

“Why don’t I pop downstairs and scrounge up some warm cocoa for you to drink, before I fetch the carriage to take you home?” he offered.

She sniffed once more, wiped her eyes, and nodded.

“Splendid.”

While he rolled off the bed, she scrambled to cover herself with the sheets. Ah, how soon modesty returned when roles were remembered.

He walked out of his bedchamber and down the stairs. At the sight of William sitting on the bottom step, Rhys sighed. His valet was scratching his head as though he possessed lice, but Rhys had dispensed with the vile creatures long ago. He wondered what the lad was fretting over now.

As though hearing his master’s descent, William twisted around and lunged to his feet. “A message arrived, sir. I wasn’t sure if I should take it to you”—he cast a furtive glance up the stairs—“what with one of her ladyships bein’ up there and all. The bloke what delivered it—”

“Who delivered it,” he corrected gently.

The lad creased his brow as though deep in thought. “I don’t know his name. Never seen him before.”

Had he not long ago lost his ability to laugh, Rhys might have done so now. Instead he simply stated, “You said the bloke what delivered, and you should have said who delivered. I was instructing you, not asking a question.”

“Oh, right. Right.”

“I’m also fairly certain he was a gentleman and not a bloke.”

“Oh, right again you are, sir. The gentleman said it was of an urgent nature.”

“I’m certain it is, coming this time of night.” And would no doubt require his visiting the shadowy corners of London as soon as his guest took her leave.

William handed him the letter, and Rhys tilted his head slightly. “Fetch me some warm cocoa that I can serve to my guest before she departs. Then see to having the carriage readied.”

“Yes, sir.” The lad took off at a lope.

“William?”

William stopped and looked at him with such earnestness that Rhys wondered how it was that the boy’s mother had ever found it within herself to sell the lad at six. Two years had passed before he and Rhys had crossed paths. They never spoke of the horrors that might have transpired during those years. “Have Cook make some cocoa for you while you’re at it.”

The lad’s face broke into a delighted grin. “Thanks, Guv’ner.”

Rhys opened the missive and stared at his father’s precise script. The Duke of Harrington was not prone to elaborate jokes, not prone to joking at all actually, but surely his words were designed to impart some sort of cruel jest.

In a fogged daze, Rhys walked into the drawing room and headed for his favorite cabinet. With a trembling hand, he poured whiskey into a glass. Whiskey his half-brother had sent him from Texas. “Guaranteed to give you a kick in the gut,” Grayson had written on the note accompanying his gift.

He’d neglected to mention it also burned like a raging fire on the way down. Coughing, his eyes watering, Rhys welcomed the whiskey’s warmth saturating his numb body. Reading his father’s words again, he slumped into a chair, while his carefully built world crumbled around him.

“So how did our little countess fare once she experienced the reality of your skills?” a soft, feminine voice asked, slicing through his despair.

Camilla. Once wife to the Earl of Sachse, now widow. His benefactor, and more often than not, his tormentor. Because she generously provided him with a roof over his head, she had the nasty habit of dropping by at all hours, unannounced.

He glanced up at her. With her brown hair, brown eyes, and perfect patrician features, she was truly beautiful. Unless one happened to search below the surface. “As any woman might who is in love with her husband,” he answered.

She released a sigh of annoyance. “Why in God’s name would she love the Earl of Whithaven?”

He shrugged. “I assure you that I haven’t the foggiest notion. I’m hardly well versed in matters of the heart.”

He gazed back at the missive crumpled within his white-knuckled grasp. The words were no longer visible, but they would be forever emblazoned on his memory.

“Don’t look so devastated, Rhys. It doesn’t become you. I can assure you that love is highly overrated and does little more than sticky up the situation—as our countess upstairs has proven.”

Ignoring her senseless prattle, he slowly rose to his feet. “My brother’s dead.”

“I must confess that I’m not terribly surprised he met an early end. From what I hear, Texas is a lawless wilderness. Your father was asking for heartache when he sent his bastard there. How did he die? Indians? Outlaws? Was it terribly gory? Do share the details.”

Shaking his head, he was as yet unable to fathom the significance behind the fact that Satan had called his minion home. “Not Grayson. Quentin.”

She gasped and pressed a hand against her throat. “The Marquess of Blackhurst? How in God’s name—”

“Apparently he drowned in the family pond.”

Her shock quickly gave way to her penchant for schemes, as evidenced by the triumphant smile that slowly spread across her strikingly beautiful face.

“Well, well, well. So the spare becomes the heir.” Stepping closer, she placed her palm over the spot where he had once possessed a heart. “I’ve always wanted to be a duchess.”

He wrapped his hand around hers and flung it aside. “Then you can want awhile longer, Countess.”

“Don’t be absurd. We’ve worked well together these many years. We’re well suited, you and I.”

“I daresay I’ve never considered us as such.” He turned on his heel. He could be packed and out of her house, permanently out of her presence, in five minutes.

“And what, pray tell, do you think will happen the first time you attend a ball or dinner?” she threw at his retreating back. “When my ladies discover exactly who you are?”

He froze, his heart thundering.

“Do you honestly believe, after all you’ve done, that tongues will not wag, or that any woman would want you?”

“I am well aware that marriage is not an option for me, Countess.”

“Then why not settle for me?” she asked. “I am more than willing to accept your carefully guarded sins.”

“Because I am unwilling to accept them.”

Not only the sins that he’d committed in this house, but the one that had come before he’d taken up residence here. The one he found truly unforgivable.

Striding from the room, he accepted that he would never possess the one thing for which he’d always yearned: the love of a woman.









    

Chapter 1


A true lady shall comport herself in a dignified manner which will serve to draw little attention to herself.

Miss Westland’s Blunders in

Behavior Corrected






As the dark crimson coach sped along the narrow country lane, Lydia Westland gazed out the window and fought to maintain an air of casual indifference, to give the impression that traveling in a coach bearing a ducal crest was an everyday occurrence for her, to be taken in stride. When in fact, it was the most exciting adventure of her life.

With a contented sigh, she settled back against the plush interior padding. Traveling back home had never been this comfortable or elegant. She couldn’t help but be impressed by the pomp and ceremony.

The coachman’s beautiful crimson coat was adorned with silver braid. His white trousers fit snugly and stopped just below his knee, leaving his white stockings and black shoes clearly visible. Beneath his hat, he wore a white wig. As did the two footmen who stood on the back of the vehicle. She was amazed they didn’t fall off.


As the coach passed beneath a massive archway supported by two stone columns, her heart picked up its tempo to beat in rhythm with the pounding hooves of the six gray horses that led the way. The well-built vehicle smoothly turned onto another road where magnificent towering elms lined both sides like a regiment of well-trained soldiers. Dappled sunlight broke through the abundant leaves overhead to create a breathtaking scene.

“I’d forgotten how large Harrington is,” her stepfather said quietly.

Lydia darted a glance his way. The lines in his beloved face had deepened since the new Marquess of Blackhurst had sent a cable to inform him of their father’s failing health. She ached for her stepfather and all the sorrow he would endure in the following days.

Grayson Rhodes had been a constant in her life for almost as long as she could remember. She was seven when he’d arrived at her family’s farm to help them harvest cotton shortly after the War Between the North and South had ended. His hair had been a little blonder then, his face considerably paler. Now it clearly revealed where the sun and wind had staked claim to it. More tan, more weathered.

The distinguished lilt of his voice had intrigued her and been a bit more pronounced then than it was now. His impeccable manners had fascinated her. They alone had remained steadfast through the years, while every other aspect of him had changed. His shoulders had broadened, his hands had roughened, and every time he looked at the woman sitting beside him, Lydia knew his love for her mother had grown stronger.

He was unlike anyone else she’d ever known. In spite of the unfortunate circumstances that had brought him to their door, he was incredibly worldly. She’d hung on his every word, badgered him with questions regarding his homeland, and prayed for the day when he might decide to return, taking his new family with him.

Remorse swamped her because her prayers had at last been answered, but not as she’d hoped. She hadn’t wanted her stepfather to suffer simply so she could live in a fantasy world for a brief time. She felt guilty because she harbored any joy at all regarding this trip. But she’d wanted to travel to England ever since he’d first regaled her with stories of brave knights and damsels in need of rescue.

She’d often thought she needed rescuing from dull Fortune, Texas, where each day melted into the next with seasons separated only by planting and harvesting.

Unlike London where the Season had an entirely different connotation. It evoked images of gilded balls and beautiful gowns from Worth’s. Etiquette. Elegant manners. Rituals. Traditions. Here courtship was much more intriguing and complicated than anything she’d experienced back home.

Her cousin Lauren, older by three years, had written lengthy letters to Lydia describing her exciting Seasons. She’d gone into great detail regarding the various men of distinction who had called on her. Dukes, marquesses, earls, barons. Men with titles other than mister. Lydia found it all incredibly romantic.

She knew she was being selfish, perhaps even unkind, to hope she might be allowed to experience a short Season while she was here. But she couldn’t quite relinquish her hold on a dream that had wrapped itself around her at such a tender age: to move beyond the mundane and ordinary into the realm of the English aristocracy.

“How much longer, Papa?” Sabrina asked, gnawing on the tip of one of her braids.

Lydia’s eight-year-old half-sister was the main reason she’d been given the opportunity to come on this trip. Her mother wanted someone available to watch over the younger children, so she could devote her full attention to her husband during this difficult time. And there had been little doubt that the Duke would want to see his true grandchildren.

“We should arrive at any moment now,” Grayson said, his mouth curving into a loving smile for his youngest child.

Sitting beside Lydia, Colton shifted on the bench seat. At thirteen, he’d been fascinated with the ship they’d traveled on, but passing scenery held little interest for him. Her other brothers, Johnny and Micah Westland, with whom she shared a deceased father, had stayed in Fortune to oversee the crops and the cattle. Her stepfather had succeeded in making farming and ranching extremely profitable enterprises for his family. Of course, he took no credit for the achievement, and instead always pointed to the diligent efforts of each family member as being responsible.

Lydia was grateful Johnny hadn’t accompanied them on this trip. He always teased her unmercifully about her aspiration to be perceived as a refined lady.

When she was twelve, he’d caught her walking with a book balanced on her head. He’d laughed for days.

When she was sixteen, he’d tried to foist some of his friends off on her—as possible beaux—and had taken it personally when she’d shown no interest whatsoever in the young men he thought so highly of. She readily admitted that an ability to dance without stepping on a lady’s toes, to shoot straight, to break a wild mustang, and to curtail a stampede were admirable skills.

But she was looking for something very different in a man. The projection of an image that was readily apparent the moment he stepped into a room. A heritage so ingrained nothing could shake it loose.

She’d tried numerous times to explain to Johnny what she wanted, but it was intangible, without concrete form. She simply knew she’d recognize it when she saw it.

Johnny couldn’t understand the reason she longed for a world so different from the one in which they lived. She didn’t find her life lacking. Rather it seemed incredibly mediocre. And she yearned for much, much more.

“Look! Swans!” Sabrina said excitedly.

Returning her attention to the scenery flittering by the coach window, Lydia caught sight of a large pond. Its surface was as smooth as blue glass except for the ripples created by the white swans gliding gracefully across it. A curved stone bridge spanned its width.

She wondered if that was the pond in which her stepfather’s brother had drowned. Although her stepfather had expressed sorrow upon receiving the Duke’s letter telling him about the accident, Lydia understood no love had been lost between the two brothers.

Beyond the pond loomed a huge house. No, house was too tame a word for this immense structure. It greatly resembled her idea of what a palace would look like. She pressed a hand against her throat. “Goodness gracious.”


“Is that your house, Papa?” Sabrina asked. “Is it?”

“My house is in Fortune,” he said warmly. “That’s the Duke’s house.”

“But you lived there,” Sabrina insisted.

“For a time, yes,” he acknowledged.

Lydia could hardly fathom that her stepfather had been raised within the confines of those massive, towering brick walls. She counted three rows of windows. How could he find contentment with the home they had in Fortune? Granted, it was larger than many in the area, and she had her own bedroom, but surely ten of their houses would fit inside this one.

The coach rolled onto a cobblestone drive that circled in front of the palace. A riotous array of colorful flowers lined the drive and bordered the house.

Out of the corner of her eye, Lydia saw her mother wrap her hand around her husband’s and squeeze with reassurance. Lydia knew this moment could not be easy for him, could not be easy for either of them.

Grayson Rhodes had been born on the wrong side of the blanket. Although he was not legally acknowledged as the Duke’s son, the Duke had taken great care to do his duty by his child. He recognized him and allowed him to use his surname. Still, Lydia couldn’t overlook the fact that the Duke had sent Grayson to Texas to earn his own way, while the Duke’s legitimate sons had everything handed to them. Her stepfather’s insistence that he had no quarrel with English law did little to convince Lydia that he’d been treated with absolute fairness.

Lydia’s parents planned to divide all they’d acquired in land and wealth equally among their five children. It didn’t matter that three of those children had a different father. They all shared the same mother, and to Grayson Rhodes, each child was his—a child of his heart if not of his blood.

Lydia couldn’t love him more if he had been the man who had sired her. He loved her without reservation. He’d comforted her when she was ill and kissed her scraped knees. She’d danced her first waltz with him.

The coach rocked to a halt, and everyone inside—except for her stepfather—exchanged nervous glances. She could hardly believe they’d arrived at last.

An unsmiling footman immediately opened the coach door and helped everyone clamber out. Other servants began to quickly unload their luggage.

A stern-faced man wearing long pants and a black coat approached. He bowed slightly. “If you’ll follow me.”

He escorted them up the tall flight of stone steps, opened the intricately carved heavy wooden door, and stepped discreetly back so they could enter.

Lydia’s breath almost didn’t follow her into the immense front foyer. The gleaming marble floor branched off into three different hallways, two nearly hidden by the wide, curving stairs on either side. A long balcony joined the stairs at the top and looked down on the entrance hall. Huge gilded-framed portraits adorned the walls above and below.

She craned her neck to better study the painting on the domed ceiling: a man dressed in a toga drove a chariot through an abundance of clouds. She thought it entirely inappropriate. He should have been a knight, dressed in armor, sitting astride his great destrier.

She lowered her gaze at the tap of quiet, dignified footsteps. She assumed the staid man was the butler. He was dressed as she imagined a gentleman would be: black trousers, jacket, white shirt, and cravat. He looked as though he was afraid his face would break apart if he cracked a smile.

“Mr. Rhodes, I have been instructed to escort you and your family directly to His Grace’s bedchamber. If you will be so kind as to follow me?”

Lydia bristled at what everyone else probably thought was a warm welcome. Although her stepfather wasn’t a legitimate heir, she thought the servants, at least, should address him as “my lord.” After all his father was a duke, and that connection should have garnered him a great deal of respect.

She’d studied everything she could find on the aristocracy, finally managing to unravel the maze of titles, rank, and hierarchy. In Texas, a man earned his position. Here, he was born into it.

Grabbing Sabrina’s hand and directing Colton with a touch on his shoulder, she fell into step behind her parents. They ascended the sweeping staircase. More portraits lined the dark paneled walls. In some of the men’s faces, she detected a resemblance to her stepfather, although most of these people had dark hair and dark eyes. She wondered if they represented the generations who had resided here.

“Is this a castle?” Sabrina whispered, obviously as awed by the majesty of the residence as Lydia was.

“Almost,” Lydia whispered back.

She wished they’d had a moment to make themselves presentable. Because they’d been in a hurry to be under way this morning, she’d done little more than brush back her hair and tie a ribbon around it to hold it in place. While her navy wool serge traveling dress had served her well during the journey, it was wrinkled and hardly fresh. She’d hoped to make introductions in something a little more flattering.


With all the rooms in this house, surely one could have been made available to them for a few minutes.

They reached the top of the stairway. It opened on to an impressive corridor, a hallway that more closely resembled a large room with its tables, chairs, lamps, portraits, and potted plants. Only the myriad of doors that converged on it identified it as a hallway. Lydia was beginning to hope the palace came with a map.

The door closest to the stairs opened, and an elegantly dressed woman stepped out of the room. A few dark strands of her hair gave testimony to the fact that the others had faded from black to silver. As her gaze fell on Lydia’s stepfather, her eyes took on a murderous gleam. She slammed the door and fisted her hands at her sides.

Everyone stopped walking. Her stepfather bowed slightly, and Lydia thought that in spite of his weariness from traveling and his disheveled clothes, he’d never appeared more regal.

“Your Grace,” he said quietly.

“You bastard!” she spat, spittle flying between her thin lips. “You are not welcome here. I will not allow you in my house, let alone inside this bedchamber.”

“Is she the witch?” Sabrina whispered.

“I think so,” Lydia forced out, horrified by the woman’s treatment of her stepfather.

“Your Grace—” the butler began.

“I simply will not allow it. If you value your position here, Osborne, you will escort these people off the premises immediately!”

The opening of a distant door had Lydia turning her attention to the young woman who stepped from the room into the hallway. She wore an apron over her black dress and a cap perched on her head.

“Mary, fetch His Lordship,” Osborne instructed the servant.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Osborne.” Mary scurried toward the stairs.

“You will not fetch him!” the Duchess screamed.

In spite of the order, Mary rushed down the stairs.

“Little chit. The servants Rhys brought here know nothing of discipline. He does not rule this dominion. I do. As for you, you bastard—”

“You will stop insulting my husband—”

“Abbie,” her stepfather interrupted quietly, shaking his head.

“Quite so. He understands his place, and it is not within my house,” the Duchess said. “Now out with you, out with you all, before I set the hounds on you!”

Her tirade continued, her voice growing louder with each unkind word she threw out.

Lydia had expected elegant behavior from a noblewoman, not screeching like the fishmongers she’d seen on the wharves when they’d arrived in Liverpool.

“Lyd, you’re hurting my hand,” Sabrina said softly.

Lydia loosened her hold, while her heart ached at the spectacle taking place before her.

How humiliating for her stepfather. How devastating for his younger, impressionable children. Based on the immense size of the house, Lydia assumed it would take Mary several minutes to locate His Lordship, longer for him to make his way there. She wanted to stand her ground, but she couldn’t allow her brother and sister to witness the degradation of their father any longer.

She wasn’t retreating. She was protecting.

Quickly she glanced around. Darting into another room was out of the question. She had no idea what she’d find inside. Besides, she didn’t think a door or four walls would block out the Duchess’s ranting.

“Come on,” she whispered. Tugging on Sabrina’s hand and prodding Colton’s shoulder, she guided them back the way they’d come.

Ushering her charges down the flight of stairs, she simply couldn’t believe this woman’s anger over her stepfather’s arrival. They’d sent for him, for pity’s sake.

She stopped when she noticed three men rushing toward them. The man in the lead radiated power and grace, his fluid movements tightening his gray trousers around his thighs. His dark blue coat sat well on his broad shoulders. His white shirt, waistcoat, and cravat indicated he was a man who clearly recognized his own worth—dressing in his finery despite the lack of a special occasion.

She had little doubt he was her stepfather’s brother. Rhys. The Marquess of Blackhurst. Although he looked nothing like Grayson Rhodes. He was dark, foreboding. His silvery-gray eyes reflected the fury of the storms that often whipped along the Texas coast. She was caught in the tempest of his gaze, unable, unwilling to move beyond him.

As though suddenly and equally stunned by her presence, he came to an abrupt halt. The servants behind him promptly stopped as well.

Lydia’s heart hammered rapidly against her ribs with the intensity of his stare. Ensnared by his commanding presence, she was acutely aware of his nearness, his harsh breathing. His hair, the black of midnight, had fallen across his brow. She desperately wanted to reach up and brush it back into place.


A high-pitched shriek shattered the moment. Rage, fast and furious, flashed in his eyes. At that moment, Lydia thought she should have feared him, and yet she felt completely and absolutely safe. Surely he was here to rescue her stepfather from the abusive woman at the top of the stairs. A woman protected by the privilege of her rank.

Although the staircase was wide enough for anyone to have passed by them, Lydia grabbed her siblings. She pressed them and herself against the wall, giving the man ample room to charge past them and put an immediate end to the shrew’s shrieking.

“No need to run away,” he said with a voice as warm and soothing as the nectar of honey beneath a Texas sky.

“I wasn’t running.” But her unexpected breathlessness belied her statement.

He arched a dark brow in skepticism. Then he continued up the stairs, his long legs taking the steps two at a time. His servants quickly followed.

As did Lydia, with her brother and sister in tow. She had a feeling the Duchess was about to get her comeuppance, and she wanted to be near enough to witness it.

When she reached the landing, only a step or two behind the others, she pulled Sabrina and Colton off to the side so they’d be out of harm’s way, but she’d have a clear view of the Marquess. The Duchess had yet to notice him, and yet to Lydia his presence dominated the hallway.

“Mother.” His Lordship’s deep voice echoed around them, carrying a hint of warning.

The Duchess swung around. “You! You sent for him!”


“Yes.” The single word made no apology for what she obviously viewed as an unforgivable betrayal.

“You’re a worthless excuse for a son. As long as your father breathes, your title is nothing more than a courtesy.”

“As long as Father is alive, I am obligated to carry out his wishes. He wants to see the son he loves, and you will allow it.”

She thrust up a chin supported by layers of fat. “I will not.”

“You will.” He made a waving motion to the two young men who had accompanied him. “Escort Her Grace to her chambers.”

Her Grace shook her fist in the air. “I shan’t go!”

“You may either leave with a measure of decorum and respectability, or you will leave flung over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes, but one way or another, Your Grace, you will leave so Father may visit with his son in peace. The choice is yours, but make no mistake, you have all of two seconds to render a decision.”

Fury contorted her features. “I wish to God it had been you who had drowned.”

Sadness touched his gray eyes as he said with a wealth of compassion, “I know.”

He angled his head slightly, and the servants stepped toward the Duchess. She cast one last scathing look at Lydia’s stepfather and then at her son before lifting her skirts, tromping to the stairs, and going down them. Not soon enough, as far as Lydia was concerned.

The Marquess turned to her stepfather. “My apologies. I hope you’ll forgive the Duchess’s unpleasant behavior. The past few months have been exceedingly difficult for her, and she is a bit overwrought.”

On the stairs, he’d impressed Lydia as a man filled with conviction and passion. She could hardly reconcile that image with the frigid greeting he’d bestowed on her stepfather. Nearly fifteen years had passed since Grayson Rhodes had left his home and traveled to Texas. Fifteen years, and he was not greeted with smiles or hugs of welcome. Instead he was spoken to as though he was an unwelcome stranger, his presence barely tolerated.

However, her stepfather, true to his nature, more than made up for the lack of hospitality. He smiled broadly. “It’s good to see you, Rhys.”

The Marquess looked as though he’d been slapped. “It’s Blackhurst now.”

“Of course. My apologies for the slight. I was sorry to hear about Quentin.”

The Marquess nodded slightly. “As we all were. I trust your journey was a pleasant one until you arrived at our hallowed halls.”

Lydia knew little about the Marquess because her stepfather rarely mentioned the family he’d left in England. After witnessing the encounter with the Duchess and now listening to this uncomfortable exchange, she certainly understood the reason he’d been reluctant to speak of them.

With his blue eyes twinkling, her stepfather seemed unaffected by all the rudeness that had come before. “Actually I have the misfortune of suffering from seasickness.”

“I regret hearing that. It will, however, make your willingness to travel much more meaningful to Father. He awaits you.” He stepped back as though he fully intended to leave without another word.


“How is he?” her stepfather asked quickly.

The Marquess halted, seeming to hesitate, apparently unsure of how he should respond. “Not well at all, I’m afraid. He shan’t be with us much longer. I think he’s only been holding on because he wished so desperately to see you.”

“I’d hoped for a more optimistic outlook.”

“Perhaps I’m mistaken, and your arrival will turn the tide for him. By the way, on the off chance that no one explained to you before Mother flew into her tirade, you are welcome to use any of the rooms in this hallway, while you are here. I’ve assigned my personal servants to this wing and given them specific instructions to tend to all your needs. They will be most honored to do so.”

“That’s very generous,” her stepfather said solemnly, as though he’d suddenly realized they were all in a play and expected to perform certain roles. “May I present my family?”

“Certainly.”

While her stepfather introduced her mother and the two children she’d had by him, everyone was formal, stiff, and somber.

Awaiting her introduction, Lydia heard a roaring as though she held seashells to her ears. She was in desperate need of air, but her chest was constricted so tightly, she could scarcely draw in a breath. An eternity seemed to pass before she heard her stepfather finally say, “Allow me to introduce Lydia, our other daughter.”

“Your daughter?” the Marquess questioned.

Something—she couldn’t quite determine if it was admiration or disgust—flashed in his eyes. She sensed that his earlier impression of her taken on the stairs had suddenly shifted and tilted for him. Now he was taking a new measure of her.


“My stepdaughter, Lydia Westland, to be precise,” her stepfather said.

“There is much to be said for precision,” the Marquess murmured.

She’d feared he would find her lacking in some regard, but with his attention riveted on her, she felt confident in her desire to fit into this society. She lifted her hand.

He looked momentarily startled. Then he took her hand with fingers that contained no calluses, abrasions, or scars from years of picking cotton. Fingers that despite a lifetime of leisure managed to reveal strength.

He bowed slightly, and his warm breath wafted over her wrist. Her knees weakened, while he did nothing more than leave the shadow of a kiss against her skin.

“A pleasure, Miss Westland,” he said solemnly.

“The pleasure is mine, Your Grace,” she rushed to assure him, her voice almost as unsteady as her legs.

He released her hand and straightened. “My lord. You should not address me as Your Grace until after my father has drawn his last breath.”

“Oh, yes, of course, I knew that. Really I did. I apologize for the blunder.”

“No need to apologize. We learn more from our mistakes than we do from our successes, do we not?”

She blinked back the sudden sting of tears threatening to mortify her further. She’d expected so much of her first encounter with an English lord. As much as she’d wanted to impress him, she’d wanted him to see—wanted them all to see—how very well her stepfather had done for himself. That his family was equal to theirs.

The Marquess turned to her stepfather, his dismissal hurting far more than she wanted to admit.

“I’ll be in the library,” the Marquess said. “When you’ve finished visiting with Father, you’re welcome to join me there. Do you remember how to find it?”

“I have forgotten very little about this place,” her stepfather said.

“Hell does have a way of leaving an indelible mark on our souls, doesn’t it?”

With a curt bow, the Marquess left them to the purpose of their visit.

“Lydia,” her mother said, “will you please see to our things while your father and I visit with the Duke alone?”

Lydia tore her gaze from the stairs down which the Marquess had disappeared. She nodded, trying not to be disappointed that her first encounter with the aristocracy had not gone at all well.







    

Chapter 2




Rhys abhorred weeping women. He stood within his mother’s bedchamber, his hands clasped behind his back, waiting patiently while she drenched one handkerchief after another.

“Stabbed me in the back,” she muttered. “You might as well have stabbed me in the back.”

“You would be wise not to fill my head with tempting notions, Mother,” he murmured.

She snapped up her head, her flow of tears abruptly stopped as though she’d quite quickly and efficiently erected a dam. With her lips compressed into a tight line, she rose gracefully—always gracefully—from the sofa before the fireplace and paced. “I can’t possibly stay here.”

“Grayson and his family will reside in Father’s wing of the house while they are here. You should seldom see them.”

“I shall go to the seaside—”


“I should think that would be entirely inappropriate in light of the fact that your husband of almost forty years lies upon his deathbed.”

“My husband,” she spat. “My husband, who never let a day pass without reminding me that his true love was some scandalous actress. You cannot imagine the agony of knowing you can never hold a favored spot within the heart of someone you love.”

Oh, he could well imagine it, but he was attempting to ease her pain, not his own.

“If you love Father as you claim, then you must know in his final hours he would desperately want to see Grayson. Nearly fifteen years have come and gone since Father sent him away, Mother, sent him away in an effort to appease you.”

Tears spilled over onto her cheeks, while she dropped back onto the sofa. “Quentin wouldn’t have allowed the bastard to step foot in this house.”

He decided his best course of action was to hold his tongue regarding the brother he had despised and stand his ground for the brother he had loved.

“Father pleaded with me to send for Grayson. I could not deny him so compelling a request.”

Although even if he had been uncaring enough to ignore his father’s appeal, he wouldn’t have. He’d wanted to see for himself how Grayson had fared in Texas.

By all appearances, he’d done rather nicely for himself. His wife had looked on the verge of rushing into battle to defend her husband when Rhys had first ascended the stairs.

But it was Grayson’s older daughter—his step- daughter—who’d initially captured his attention and nearly distracted Rhys from his purpose in flying up the stairs to begin with.

That he’d terrified her had been evident in the widening of her violet eyes, eyes that held far more innocence than he’d seen in any woman’s in a good long while. He’d wanted to untie the ribbon holding her hair in place and comb his fingers through her long, blond tresses simply to determine if they felt as silky as they looked.

That she’d sensed a need to pull her brother and sister aside had taken him momentarily aback. He’d not meant to be frightening, but he’d berated himself as he strode through the manor and up the stairs, while his mother’s shrieking pierced his ears. He’d scolded himself for not warning her that he’d sent for Grayson, chided himself for not handling the matter in a more satisfactory manner.

He’d put off what he’d known would be an unpleasant confrontation and, in so doing, had merely exacerbated the uncomfortable situation. His father would no doubt be seriously disappointed in his handling of the matter.

As a result, he’d ascended the stairs with his anger threatening to escape the boundaries he’d placed on it. It had ignited his fury further to see Miss Westland’s reaction to his appearance and to know she’d accurately read the rage he’d tried unsuccessfully to conceal.

He remembered reading a letter Grayson had written to his father years ago describing his new family. How old would the girl be now? Twenty? Twenty-one?

A child really. Rhys would be wise to remember that and to forget the slight trembling in her fingers as he’d held her hand, the scent of her warm skin at her wrist, and the completely inappropriate flaring of desire in his own body at her nearness.


“Please send them away, Rhys,” his mother begged once more, bringing him back to his current dilemma. “Please.”

“The best I can offer is to ensure they are not in the west wing of the manor when you visit with Father. I’ll speak with Grayson and make arrangements for him and his family to take an outing each afternoon between the hours of two and five. You may visit with Father during that time, knowing you will not cross their paths.”

She sniffed. “I shan’t dine with them.”

“I hardly expected that you would. I shall have your meals delivered to your chambers as always.”

She stared at the empty hearth, suddenly appearing defeated and vulnerable. “Why couldn’t he have loved me?”



“Once again, I must apologize for Mother’s rather unpleasant behavior earlier this afternoon,” Rhys said as he poured port into two glasses.

Only moments before, Grayson had joined him in the library, appearing more haggard and weary than he had upon his arrival. It could not be easy for him to see the deteriorating condition of the father who’d adored him.

“I should have expected her outburst,” Grayson murmured. “I had assumed the respect I’ve earned in Texas would be evident in my bearing.”

“It is,” Rhys assured him as he handed him a glass.

He walked to the window and gazed out on the garden where Grayson’s wife and daughters were taking afternoon tea. If the rapid movement of her mouth was any indication, the younger one was talking excitedly, while the elder one gazed dreamily at something. The petals of a rose, perhaps, or the garden as a whole. Maybe in Texas they didn’t have gardens with no purpose other than to bring pleasure.

Miss Westland’s delicate profile should be immortalized in marble. Her hair, the soft shade of a full moon on a winter’s night, was still held in place with a ribbon fashioned into a bow. Such a simple arrangement. Yet he found it incredibly enticing. The lure of innocence.

He sipped his port before commenting. “You’ve a lovely family.”

Coming to stand beside him, Grayson leaned against the wall and also gazed out. “Indeed, I’ve been most fortunate. Fate seems to have smiled upon you as well.”

“It is a grim smile, if it is there at all.”

“You may not believe this, but I was sorry to hear about Quentin’s death. Drowning cannot be an easy way to go.”

“He was so far into his cups, he obviously didn’t notice. Apparently he had a nasty habit of drinking himself into oblivion. Had he fallen but two steps sooner, he would have missed the pond completely. Mother, of course, was devastated. Shortly afterward, Father became ill. As I mentioned earlier, it’s been a trying few months.”

“I can’t imagine it has been easy for you, either. The responsibilities involved in the managing of Harrington and Blackhurst are many. Although I have the utmost confidence in your ability to handle them.”

“Speaking of responsibilities, I would ask that you take your family on an outing each afternoon from two until five. I’ll have a carriage readied for your convenience. Mother will visit with Father during that time. The less often your paths cross, the better.”

“You didn’t tell her that you’d sent for me.”

It was a statement, not a question. Rhys shrugged. He’d informed various servants that guests would be arriving because rooms needed to readied and the coach sent for them. “I had planned to inform her this evening. I misjudged how soon you would arrive.”

“I’m grateful you sent for me.”

“It was Father’s wish.”

“But not yours,” Grayson said.

“I’m pleased to see you’ve done remarkably well for yourself.” He stepped away from the window. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have pressing matters to which I must attend. I will dine with you and your family this evening.”

He sat at the desk and began arranging papers as though they were of great importance, hoping Grayson would understand without being told that he was being summarily dismissed.

“He forbade me to take you with me,” Grayson said quietly.

Rhys lifted his gaze, allowing his resentment to surface. “Remarkably convenient—how you chose to disobey him in all matters save that one.”

“You are his son.”

“As are you.”

“Your place was here.”

“My place has been in hell.”







    

Chapter 3




“I should have taken him with me.”

With his wife’s arm wound around his, Grayson walked through the elaborate gardens that had calmed him as a child. He found little comfort in the bright blossoms or the perfectly pruned hedges now. How was he ever to have known how much he would miss never-ending fields of cotton?

Or how much he would come to rely on the inner strength of the woman strolling beside him. Through the years, they’d become adept at judging each other’s moods, reading each other’s thoughts, so that even now she did not prod him to continue but waited patiently for him to unravel his misgivings at his own pace.

“He begged me. He was only fifteen, pleading for me to allow him to travel to Texas with me. Knowing Father was opposed to the notion, I refused to even consider taking Rhys.”


“You can’t feel guilty. You were traveling across an ocean and had no idea what might be waiting for you in Texas. As I recall when you were told that Fortune awaited you, you thought they were referring to money, not a town.”

He chuckled low. “Indeed, I quickly learned more than one kind of fortune existed.”

His wife represented the best type of fortune that could be bestowed on a man.

“Unfortunately, Abbie, I can feel guilty about not taking him, and by God, I do. Rhys has changed.”

“I should hope so. We’ve all changed. It’s been fifteen years,” she reminded him.

He glanced over at her, this woman who had seen beyond the accident of his birth, the first and only woman to give him unconditional love.

“I am not referring to the way he looks or the fact he is no longer a callow lad. Rather I fear he may have suffered because of my leaving. I was only a little older than Colton is now when Rhys was born. I should have had little interest in him. Yet as he grew, he seemed as lonely as I. A bond developed between us. Perhaps because we had a common enemy. Quentin. We avoided him at all costs. But there were times when he was not to be avoided. Quentin took his wrath out on me, and with me no longer here, I believe he may have turned his ugly temperament on Rhys.”

“That’s not your fault.”

He shook his head, unable to explain fully the horrors that had surrounded him here. The heir apparent had possessed an evil nature unlike any Grayson had ever encountered since.

“Rhys was within his rights to admonish me. I stood firm in my disobedience on every matter save this one. I did as Father asked and would not entertain the thought of taking Rhys with me.”

“Again, Grayson, he was not your child, not your responsibility.”

He gave her a wry grin, and she sighed before saying, “Lydia, Johnny, and Micah are another matter.”

The children John Westland, her first husband, had given her. They’d long ago won his heart.

“I would protect them from all the unpleasantness in the world, Abbie. I should have extended the same consideration to Rhys.”

“We could argue about this matter all day, but if you’re feeling guilty, then I’m not going to be able to convince you to let it go.”

He stopped walking and pulled her into his arms. “Is that what we’re doing? Arguing?”

Reaching up, she brushed her fingers—scarred from years of plucking bolls of cotton from the stalk—into his hair. “You can’t change what happened fifteen years ago, or what might have happened here after you left. Quentin is dead. Let him rest in peace.”

“It’s not his peace that concerns me, but Rhys’s.”

“You’re here to say good-bye to your father,” she reminded him.

But his father had not awakened. Grayson had gazed on his shrunken features, held his withered hand, and spoken to him. To no avail.

“I shouldn’t have waited so long to return.”

“Considering the welcome you received, I’m surprised you returned at all. I shudder when I contemplate what your life must have been like while you lived here.”

He smiled warmly, trailing his fingers lovingly over her face. “If not for my life here, I might never have had my life with you.”

“Maybe the same will hold true for Rhys. In time he’ll come to appreciate what he gained by your leaving instead of wondering what he might have lost.”

Grayson could only hope, but he thought it highly unlikely.


“Why can’t you eat dinner with us, Lyd?” Sabrina asked in the singsong voice she used when she was disappointed.

Lydia didn’t bother to look up from the books and papers she’d spread across the bed, where she sat with her legs folded beneath her—quite unladylike—and pillows mounded behind her back. She’d had to use a small stepstool to climb onto the canopied bed.

“Because I’m no longer a child,” Lydia responded distractedly. “I’ve been invited to dine with the Marquess. And please, don’t call me Lyd while we’re here. It makes me sound as though I belong in the kitchen.”

“But I’ve always called you Lyd.”

At the hint of sadness in Sabrina’s voice, Lydia glanced over at her sister. She was sprawled on the floor, her sketch pad in front of her. She took such delight in drawing that Lydia always encouraged her.

“I know you have,” she said kindly, “but we’re visiting an enchanted world. Lady Lydia sounds so much better than Lady Lyd. Don’t you think?”

Sabrina scrunched up her pixie-like face. “But you’re not Lady Lydia.”

“Not yet. But if I finish studying my books, then maybe I can be. Dining with the Marquess will be my first test.”

She didn’t want to
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