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TW: Miscarriage

Trigger Warning: The heroine suffered from genetic incompatibilities with her first husband and had many miscarriages. Because these sorts of incompatibilities were not understood at the time our heroine does not understand what causes it.
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​Chapter One
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February 1821, London

Reginald Shaw sat in dumbfounded amazement once the solicitor stopped speaking. Reginald opened his mouth, but no sound came out. After rearranging himself in his chair, he tried again.

“Are you quite sure?”

The three solicitors exchanged uncomfortable glances. Their offices were ostentatious, with carved dark wood eight feet high on the walls, and fancy white plaster above that. The lighting was cased in crystal rather than glass, and the painting on the wall behind the desk was probably worth more than Reginald’s estate would earn out in five years. It was all lavish on a level he’d rarely seen in his godforsaken life.

The youngest of the three solicitors finally responded to his question. “Yes, you see, as Hawes said, if you look at—”

Reginald held up his hand and the younger man stopped mid-word. That, in and of itself, lent some credence that these men, at least, believed what they were telling him.

He’d arrived at the offices of Brandt, Hawes, & Lancaster, responding to their summons regarding an inheritance, with the hope that by some miracle a distant relation left money to him. He could use some blunt to buoy up his failing estate. Well, perhaps not failing so much as overextended. His grandfather had not been the best of managers in his later years, and he’d never allowed Reginald to be involved. Had proceeded, in fact, as though he would live forever, and Reginald treated always as the orphan foisted on an aged couple. Even his grandmother’s death, a sign of mortality if there ever was one, had not dissuaded Grandfather from his path.

Reginald sat forward and cleared his throat. “So what you’re saying, if I could summarize, is that through a nearly incomprehensible sequence of events, I’ve inherited a title.” From a man now six months dead, it seemed.

The youngest solicitor, whom Reginald recalled being introduced as Lancaster (one assumed, the son of the original Lancaster), asked, “Would you like for me to run through it again?”

Reginald looked at the enormous chart they’d prepared to illustrate their point. That point being that he was now, or at least about to become, the ninth Duke of Redmond. Waving off Lancaster, he stood to carefully peruse the chart himself. This was scarcely believable.

“You’ve made a mistake,” he announced.

“What?” Lancaster sounded startled.

Reginald pointed at a box on the chart. “My mother. She died shortly after my father did. You’ve made a mistake.”

It felt good, finding that mistake. If there was one, then there were likely to be others. Perhaps he could leave here today with a few thousand pounds rather than a life-altering title and responsibilities.

Lancaster leaned over the chart. “Oh no, I’m quite sure. Shortly after your father’s death she remarried. An earl. He passed away in 1804, and she in 1812. They only had one son, noted here. ”

The tiny box Lancaster tapped just below Reginald’s mother said simply, “G. Wolfe.”

A strange, crushing weight circled Reginald’s chest. His lungs burned as though he’d dove too deep in water and held his breath for far too long. Something in his countenance betrayed his distress, because the solicitors sprang into action, offering him smelling salts, tobacco, and whiskey. He pushed them away.

“I need a moment.”

He didn’t realize they’d left the room until he heard the soft click of the door shutting. He sat back down in his chair, elbows on his knees and head in his hands.

His mother hadn’t died, she’d abandoned him.

He was to be the ninth Duke of Redmond.

He had a brother. 

***
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Dorothea Sumner tried very hard not to scream. She’d never been blessed with an abundance of patience, something that every bit of her raising had endeavored to remedy, but she’d been particularly short of it since her husband’s death. Her husband’s stupid, unnecessary, completely idiotic death.And it wasn’t enough that it was her husband, it had been his father and brother as well. A duke and both of his sons, taken by a squall while boating. Boating!

Now she and her daughter were at the mercy of the next heir to the title, a fate that was not immediately apparent. For the love of all that was holy, if her husband Jason were here now she would wring his neck for dying and leaving her like this. Thus why she was ready to scream as the tip to her pen broke and ink spilled across her paper.

“Mama?”

Dorothea took a deep breath and settled herself. Nancy didn’t deserve to hear any of her mother’s vitriol. “Yes, Nanny?”

The girl—young woman, almost—entered the room and sat on the stool next to Dorothea’s desk. “What are you doing?”

“I’m writing to our relations.”

Nan nodded thoughtfully. Dorothea felt a sharp pain in her heart. Nan took after her father so much, and every time the girl put on one of his expressions or displayed one of his traits, it caused a fresh wave of grief. Odd, really, because prior to his death she’d not have said that she and Jason enjoyed the best of marriages. 

What they’d shared, rather, was the determination to be the best future duke and duchess they could be. Something that had been undermined by her inability to produce an heir. None of her pregnancies after their first, after Nan, had been viable. In that way she was an old hand at private grieving. Only two of the pregnancies had gone long enough that anyone other than Jason had been aware of them.

After some years he’d taken to philandering. Nan had at least four half-brothers she knew nothing about. Dorothea knew. She knew because in one of his darker moments Jason had thrown it in her face. As though not being able to bear his heir had been a decision on her part. As though the next thing she needed after her body betraying her was her husband betraying her.

Now she was trying to write the most delicate of letters to all of her extended relations, because her husband’s death affected her in a number of ways. In plain language, she needed to inform them of her lowered status and solicit whether they would be interested in hosting a middle-aged widow and her daughter. In the best of all possible worlds, the man who inherited the seat would honor her position and allow her to remain in one of the family homes, but she could not rely on that. The unexpected death of all three men in the Sumner family led to an investigation to find an heir, and it was taking longer than anyone expected. With each passing day, Dorothea’s concern grew, like a horrid storm brewing in her soul.
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​Chapter Two
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Thirteen. When last he’d heard anything about the ducal lineage he’d been thirteenth in line for the title, upon his grandfather’s passing. Now somehow, improbably, impossibly, Reginald was rapidly being pushed through the process of taking his seat. He’d met the King (or Prince??). He’d toured his country house in Essex and stayed in the extraordinary luxury of his townhouse in London. He had a townhouse in London. The ducal seat was to the north, near Newcastle, so it would be another fortnight before he ventured up there. Young Lancaster, who’d annoyed him at first, had become his lifeline. As they went from task to task, Reginald relied more and more on the man.

Now that most of the legal issues were settled, now that he’d sent funds back to Cornwall to shore up his original family estate, he was ready to tackle the first order of business he’d assigned himself upon completion of his ascension.

Achieving that, however, required knocking on the door in front of him. He’d spent at least a good three minutes staring at it. He was fairly sure if he stood still much longer he would be assumed to be a statue and the gardener would put plantings around him, and the birds would take to perching on his now rather finely-attired shoulders.

He knocked.

The butler opened the door so promptly he was fairly sure the man had known he was here.

Reginald cleared his throat, held up his card—‘sblood but he had cards now—and said as steadily as he could, “Reginald Shaw, Duke of Redmond, to see the Earl of Harington.”

The butler, as fine a specimen of one that Reginald had ever seen, took his card deferentially and bowed him into the hallway with a murmured, “Your grace.” 

Although not quite as magnificent as his own townhouse, this one was impressive. Far more impressive than the estate where he’d grown up. Since seeing the tiny print spelling out  ‘G. Wolfe,’ he’d known a determined drive to meet the man who could very well be his closest living relative, but he’d somehow not expected this curiosity. Until now his only ambition had been the meeting. To what end, he’d not even tried to fathom. Standing in the man’s front hall, he couldn’t seem to stop himself from absorbing every detail of the space. It was richly appointed, with marble floors, yet it gave no clue as to the personality of its owner. Unless that was the clue.

“This way, your grace,” the butler said softly, bowing and indicating a doorway.

Reginald followed. It turned out to be a lovely drawing room done in soft blues and browns. Sophisticated enough to host any visitor, settled enough to give the impression of comfort. Everything was tasteful. Refined.

He was studying a piece of art on the wall when he heard someone in the doorway. He turned, hands clasped behind him, probably looking exactly like what he was but in no way felt, a peer of the realm.

The man in the doorway paused and they both took a moment to inspect the other. Harington spoke first, as host.

“Your grace, it is an honor to receive you.”

Reginald wasn’t sure words would come, but managed, “Thank you for receiving me.”

As the man came closer, Reginald was able to inspect him more thoroughly. They were of a size, though Harington had darker hair and lighter eyes.

The earl was speaking again, and it took Reginald’s mind a moment to catch up. “Redmond’s accident was tragic, and I’m very sorry for your loss.”

It was laughable to give condolences to him for a family he’d never met, but he thought it better to frown than laugh. “It’s good of you to say so.”

“May I offer you a drink, your grace?”

“Whatever you’re having.”

The earl repaired to the sideboard and poured two tumblers of amber liquid. Returning with the drinks, the earl indicated two of the comfortable chairs near the fireplace. “Would you care to sit?”

Reginald looked at the cozy arrangement by the fire, and around at the rest of the rather delightful room. No, if they were going to have this conversation, and he was fairly sure that they would, he would be damned if they were going to sit at the fireside like some sort of familiar, familial gathering.

He tossed back the drink. Brandy, apparently. “I would like to discuss some business.”

Harington set their glasses aside. “Of course, your grace. Let us move to the study.”

Reginald proceeded ahead of the earl, in the direction indicated. The butler reappeared and ushered them both down the hallway and through another door. 

This, at last, was a room with some personality. Little gewgaws were displayed on the desk and shelves. A black cat was curled on the desk, and only opened one eye to lazily inspect him before going back to sleep.

Reginald repressed the desire to inspect the decorations, and instead sat down in one of the chairs facing the desk. Harington poured two more drinks and set one of them at Reginald’s elbow before sitting down himself. He chose the chair nearby rather than sitting behind the desk.

“How may I help you, your grace?”

Reginald tipped his head to the side. “Do you even know my name?”

The earl’s expression was carefully blank. “Reginald Shaw, lately of Cornwall, but I didn’t think that gave me leave to use it.”

Now that the moment was upon him, Reginald wasn’t sure he could get the words out. He cleared his throat. “Then you don’t realize, I suppose, that we are related through your mother.”

That engendered the first genuine emotion he’d seen from the man, a delighted grin. “My apologies, I didn’t realize we were cousins.”

That settled the question of whether his mother’s new family knew of the connection when Reginald hadn’t himself. He could, he supposed, simply leave the man with that impression. That they were distant cousins. Enough of a connection that he could probably count on some support from the earl while settling into his new role as a duke. The thought was tempting for a moment. What did it matter? Who needed to discover an unexpected brother when they were solidly in their thirties? He knew that the earl had a family of his own, a wife and two children. Looking at the richly appointed home, it wasn’t as though there was anything that Reginald could offer the man.

However, no matter how much this earl had in his life, it was possible he also craved a familial connection. Further, it was a question of ethics. Would he want this man to find out about their familial connection from someone else? Find out that Reginald himself had known on this very day, the day that they met, and said nothing?

Reginald would be furious to find out such a thing. He shouldn’t suppose they were much alike, but he could at least behave in the way he would hope someone would treat him in the same circumstance.

He wished he could pick up the tumbler and drink the liquor near him. He couldn’t move at all. The earl’s expression of good humor was fading, so Reginald supposed he was frowning again. With a tremendous effort of will he managed, “Not cousins.”

Now the earl was frowning as well. Reginald idly wondered if they shared the expression in common. He wasn’t given to studying himself in the mirror.

“Not cousins?” the earl prompted.

“If the solicitors in charge of the progenitor research are to be trusted, your mother was also...my mother.”

The earl stood up. It might, in fact, be better to say he surged from his chair. “Beg pardon?”

The earl looked furious, but that energized Reginald and he stood as well. “My father died before I was born. I’d always been told she died in childbirth. Instead, she left and married your father.”

“You’ll forgive me, your grace, but I’ll not believe that story until I’ve seen proof of it.”

Reginald nodded, not trusting himself to speak, and left the earl’s company.
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Dorothea spread clotted cream on her toast. She was having a late breakfast in the morning room. She hadn’t been sleeping well lately, which was really no surprise.

Nine months. It had been nine months since Jason’s death and Dorothea still did not know what was to become of herself and her daughter. She’d been informed that an heir was identified, a man she’d never heard of from a part of the country she’d never been. She’d yet to see him or hear from him herself, even though she resided in the ducal seat. Every relative that responded to her gentle queries thus far answered just as delicately, but each response was a no. No one would house them. No one would help them. She was reliant on the grace of the new His Grace.

She was furious.

However, it was a state she was accustomed to experiencing. It was her natural reaction to a complete lack of control over herself and her destiny, a challenge she’d faced quite a few times in her life. It seemed worse now to face it with her daughter. Nan deserved utter safety, but she was only protected by the dowry held in trust for her. Perhaps Dorothea should be relieved that Nan at least had that. In four years the girl could make her bow into Society and find a husband of her own.

Until then, however, Nan was reliant on her mother finding someplace for
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