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            Chapter One

         
         If Nash, Duke of Malvern, had envisioned at all the scenario in which his life was to be irrevocably changed—which he had
            not, by the way—he would most certainly have thought he would have been wearing trousers.
         

         
         He was not.

         
         He was not, in fact, wearing anything at all. Excellent attire if one were planning on posing for a statue of some ancient
            Greek god or taking a refreshing dip on a hot summer day in the privacy of one’s personal estate. But not for life-changing
            events.
         

         
         Unconventional though he was, Nash would have imagined trousers in that scenario.

         
         And yet here he was.

         
         “Get up.”

         
         Nash reluctantly opened one eye, wondering who could possibly have the effrontery to disturb him so early in the morning.

         
         He definitely did not recognize the voice, and it was definitely not friendly. Even if he didn’t know the person, weren’t they aware of his reputation of hitting first and asking questions later? 

         
         “Get. Up.” This time, the irascible words were accompanied with a poke to his lower limbs, making him snarl in response.

         
         “Your Grace, this is the dowager duchess of Malvern.” That voice he recognized as belonging to Finan, but he’d never heard
            his valet sound so apprehensive.
         

         
         Nash rolled over onto his back, opening the other eye. He stared up at the ceiling, blinking in an attempt to clear his head.

         
         “Disgraceful.” The dowager duchess’s words were no less harsh than words Nash had spoken to himself, but he did not appreciate
            someone else pointing out his faults. Besides Finan, that is.
         

         
         He sat up abruptly, the covers falling to his waist as he saw the lady, who immediately made some sort of yelping sound and
            turned to scurry out of his bedroom, her cane thumping on the floor.
         

         
         “Told you you should wear a nightshirt,” Finan grumbled.

         
         “If going to bed naked means I frighten elderly aristocrats from my bedroom then why would I ever bother with a nightshirt?”

         
         Finan just shook his head.

         
         Nash shrugged. It was a reasonable question.

         
         “I will wait for you in the blue salon,” the dowager duchess’s voice came from down the hallway. “Come as soon as you are
            properly dressed.”
         

         
         Finan marched to the wardrobe and flung it open, yanking clothing out and dumping it at the end of Nash’s bed.

         
         “You heard her. Get up.”

         
         Nash glared at Finan, who glared back. One of the reasons he was able to tolerate the man’s company as well as he did—Finan
            never kowtowed to him, nor did he let Nash get away with anything both of them knew was privileged nonsense.
         

         
         “Just how terrifying is she?”

         
         Finan folded his arms over his chest. “Somewhere between a loaded cannon and a barrel full of live eels.”

         
         Nash winced. “That bad.” He threw the covers aside and walked to the washbasin, dipping his hands into the water and flinging
            it onto his face. The water was cold, and he shuddered at the shock of it on his skin. But he’d need to be as alert as possible
            to confront his grandmother—a woman he barely remembered.
         

         
         “What do you think she wants?”

         
         Finan snorted. “I have no idea. I wouldn’t dare to ask her either.”

         
         Nash felt an unsettling feeling of dread in his stomach. Not something he was accustomed to feeling; he was Nash, Duke of
            Malvern, naked sleeper determined to do what he wanted when he wanted. Always.
         

         
         That he was also determined to do right by his responsibilities, no matter how much he chafed at them, was likely why he had that dread. It was clear the dowager duchess was here on a matter of some importance, since he hadn’t seen her in at least ten years. His father had cut off visits from all respectable members of his family, effectively isolating Nash from anyone who might not be a complete reprobate. 

         
         Had she heard about his work assisting his father’s bastards? It was the least he could do, given how many lives his father
            had ruined. Hopefully she didn’t know his butler was also his half brother.
         

         
         Actually, he didn’t care if she knew. It was the right thing to do, along with only inflicting his temper on bullies.

         
         Why else would she be here, though? He couldn’t imagine anything that would bring any of his family members into willing contact
            with him—his father had burned all the family bridges, and Nash saw no need to rebuild them. If they wanted to know him, they
            would have to take him as he was.
         

         
         Well, he wouldn’t find out the answers to any of his questions by staying here.

         
         Fifteen minutes later, Nash was dressed nearly appropriately, though he’d refused to put on a cravat, despite Finan’s pleading
            looks.
         

         
         “Your Grace,” he said as he walked into the blue salon. He rarely used this room, much preferring his library, which had a sofa made especially for his long frame. The sofa here was more of a love seat, which would be fine for two people of average height to sit on, but not for someone of Nash’s size. 

         
         The dowager duchess was seated primly on the love seat, her equally prim maid standing behind her. The poking cane leaned
            against the leg of the sofa, inches away from the dowager duchess’s hand.
         

         
         Both ladies managed to look down their noses at him, despite their height differential.

         
         Remarkable feat.

         
         He hadn’t gotten a good look at her when she’d been in his bedroom, what with her running away at the sight of his naked chest
            and all. But now he could see the resemblance to his father; both of them had strong cheekbones, dark brown eyes, and a general
            look of hauteur.
         

         
         A resemblance he knew he shared, unfortunately.

         
         Unlike his father, however, his grandmother was slight, with gray hair pulled away from her face and fastened on the top of
            her head with an enormous bow. Her eyes looked keenly intelligent, and held a cordial warmth he had certainly never seen from
            his father.
         

         
         He found himself regretting, for just a moment, not wrapping a hellcloth around his neck.

         
         “Your Grace,” the dowager duchess said, inclining her head a fraction. “I have been remiss in not coming to see you—”

         
         “Perhaps because I haven’t extended an invitation?” Nash cut in.

         
         It was best to let her know who he was as soon as possible. That way she wouldn’t be disappointed later on.

         
         She sniffed. Apparently made of strong stuff, his grandmother. A tiny part of him had to respect that.

         
         “But I am here now, and I have some urgent business to discuss.”

         
         Well, he knew that already. Else why would she have come? He crossed his arms over his chest and waited. Bracing himself for
            her disapproval.
         

         
         “Sit down.” She spoke as though there was no possibility of his not doing as she commanded.

         
         So he sat, holding his breath as he lowered himself onto the chair that matched the love seat. It only creaked a little, and
            he gripped the armrests in a futile attempt at controlling whether or not it collapsed.
         

         
         Perhaps he should redecorate. He had taken possession of the town house after his father died three years ago, but hadn’t
            bothered to change anything, even though he disliked most of it. It felt like another ducal duty, which he loathed.
         

         
         Of course he discharged his responsibilities—he wasn’t like his father, ignoring everything except that which brought him
            pleasure—but he didn’t do the superficial things, like attend parties or be seen in the most fashionable parts of town engaging
            in frivolous activities.
         

         
         Could that be why she was here?

         
         And if that was so, why hadn’t she come when her son had died? Why was he just seeing her now?

         
         His last memory of her must’ve been from when he was about ten years old, not long after his mother left. He’d been too confused,
            too distraught, and too terrified of his father to pay attention to visitors.
         

         
         “Well?” he said impatiently.

         
         She looked unsettled, and he wondered just what the hell kind of business she had to discuss.

         
         “Is this about an allowance? I don’t know anything about those things. I let my man of affairs handle that.” His man of affairs
            who was another half brother.
         

         
         “No. My allowance is adequate, thank you.”

         
         “Good.”

         
         The silence stretched, and Nash began to shift in his chair, the creaking noise audible in the room. His grandmother arched
            a patrician eyebrow.
         

         
         “I did not like your father. My son,” she said.

         
         That would explain why he hadn’t seen her in all these years.

         
         “We have that in common, then.”

         
         “I regret his behavior toward your mother. When I realized what was happening, I did as much as I could, which wasn’t very
            much, unfortunately.” She spoke in a tight tone.
         

         
         The familiar tension—the anger that simmered within at all times—rose up in his chest, and he clamped down so he wouldn’t reveal his emotions. So he wouldn’t lash out. As he always did. Or at least tried to—hence his reputation. 

         
         “I gave her money to escape. Your father found out, and forbade me to come in contact with you. I should have come earlier.
            That is my fault.”
         

         
         He couldn’t speak. “Escape. Do you know where she is?”

         
         She shook her head. “I do not. I just hope she is safe.”

         
         Letters had come sporadically, smuggled to him from sympathetic servants, so he knew she was alive, and that she cared deeply
            about him and worried about him. It had been a relief to know she was doing well, even if she was helpless to save him.
         

         
         His father’s death had been the only thing that could rescue him.

         
         “So you’re not here about my mother, then.”

         
         His grandmother’s expression grew somber. “No. But I need to interfere where I wasn’t able to before.” She took a deep breath.
            “It seems that your heir, Mr. John Davies, has some of your father’s more . . . unpleasant habits.” She paused. “You hadn’t
            heard?”
         

         
         Nash shook his head no as he bit back a snarl, his grip on the armrests tightening. “I don’t speak to many members of the
            family.” At least not the legitimate ones.
         

         
         “I have it on good authority that you are not at all like my son.” He could hear the pain and regret in her voice. She took a deep breath and gave him an intent, purposeful look. “The dukes of Malvern stretch back to Henry VIII’s reign, and it is an honorable title.” 

         
         “Honorable until my father.” Memories flooded his brain, memories he usually expunged by getting into a brawl, or drowning
            with brandy. His mother, pleading with his father not to hit her. A young Nash grabbing his father’s arm so he wouldn’t strike
            again.
         

         
         A young Nash splayed out on the floor, his nose broken.

         
         She spoke again. “I have heard rumors that you intend never to marry.”

         
         Because he would not subject any woman to the possibility of his father’s behavior. He’d lost count of how many times his
            father had reminded him that they were alike—that it was inevitable that Nash would eventually unleash his temper on an innocent.
         

         
         She continued in an urgent tone of voice. “But you must. The sooner your cousin has no possibility of inheriting, the better.
            He has heard the same rumors about you, and is borrowing heavily against his future, and his behavior is growing bolder. It
            is therefore imperative that you marry and produce an heir. Immediately.”
         

         
         Nash’s throat closed over.

         
         “I will stay here to assist you in your search for a bride,” she announced. “It must be a lady of the highest birth, one who
            will do her duty as your duchess and provide children.”
         

         
         “What? No!” Nash said, leaping to his feet. He didn’t know if he was saying no to her staying with him or a bride.

         
         He just knew he didn’t want any of it. He eased himself back into his chair, forcing himself to breathe evenly.

         
         “Stand up.”

         
         He rose before he’d realized he’d obeyed her orders.

         
         “You are quite handsome.” It didn’t necessarily sound like a compliment. “Excellent height, and your shoulders are quite broad.
            More suitable for a blacksmith than a duke, wouldn’t you say?” she said, turning to look at her lady’s maid. She turned back
            around without waiting for a reply. “We’ll have to ensure you are dressed properly, and that your hair is neat, although I
            understand some ladies like that disheveled look.” Her tone was disapproving.
         

         
         “I’ve never had complaints before,” Nash said, folding his arms over his chest.

         
         His grandmother made another one of those disdainful sniffs. He did like her, in spite of what she was asking him to do.

         
         What she was asking him to do—he’d almost forgotten. He sat down abruptly, the chair moaning its displeasure. “I will not get married.”
         

         
         She narrowed her gaze at him. “Do you want another duke like your father? Do you want to allow someone like that to oversee the tenants and the household staff?” She raised her chin. “I have heard of your kindness toward Richard’s . . . mistakes,” she said. As though a child was a mistake. “Do you want your cousin to have power over them?” 

         
         “Fuck.”

         
         Her horrified expression told him he’d said the word aloud.

         
         “My carriage is arriving soon with my luggage. If you will ring for your butler I will retire to my chambers.” She rose as
            she spoke, and Nash saw her wobble for a moment before her maid clasped her arm to steady her.
         

         
         Nash gritted his teeth. “Yes, Your Grace.”

         
         Because what else was he to say? The lady was determined to stay, and he couldn’t very well throw her out, even though she
            had woken him up to demand he marry, the one thing he did not want to do. Ever.
         

         
         Not to mention she poked him with a cane.

         
         But she was his family, and she had already admitted she loathed his father. And he did already like her, despite himself.
            And despite that blasted cane.
         

         
         “Meanwhile,” she said as she made her way slowly to the door, “please review your invitations so we can discuss what social
            events you should be attending. I will see you at dinner. Five o’clock, I presume.”
         

         
         Nash’s mouth opened in protest, but no words emerged.

         
         As soon as the door shut behind her, he did the only thing that he could—he picked up the chair he’d been sitting on and smashed it against the bookshelf, the pieces scattering over the plush carpet. But because of the damned carpet, the pieces didn’t make a satisfying cacophony, but instead thumped softly on the ground. 

         
         He stared down at the now broken chair, that previous dread turning to panic as he realized what he’d just done—reacted in
            a violent way to unpleasant news.
         

         
         You take after me. In every way.

         
         He had to take control. He couldn’t allow himself to lash out without cause. He never used violence unless it was justified—that
            was how he justified using his fists to exorcise his demons. There were plenty of reprehensible people he could pick fights
            with to assuage his constant anger, if only for a short time. And it was all for a greater good.
         

         
         But the broken chair had done nothing to him. A ridiculous thought, of course, but what if he erupted around a person who
            had done nothing to him?
         

         
         Could he trust himself?

         
         Goddamn it, but he knew the answer to that question.

         
          

         “Achoo!”

         
         Ana Maria blinked to clear her damp eyes.

         
         “My lady?” Jane, her lady’s maid, held out a handkerchief.

         
         “Stop calling me that,” Ana Maria said in a grouchy tone, taking the handkerchief and wiping her nose.

         
         Ana Maria and Jane were seated in the main salon of the Duke of Hasford’s house, which was where Ana Maria also resided, newly
            redecorated by Ana Maria in colors that made her spirits soar, nothing like the room’s previously staid blues and browns.
            Bright reds and purples and pinks created a fantastical setting that made Ana Maria grin every time she walked in, only now
            the room was also filled with flowers that were just as bright, but they made Ana Maria sneeze as well as smile.
         

         
         She had to figure out which one was the culprit and forbid them entrance to the house. She hoped it wasn’t the tulips. She
            loved tulips. Though she loved all flowers, so a tiny part of her hoped it was just dust. She did not like dust.
         

         
         “You’ve been my lady for as long as I’ve known you,” Jane replied tartly. “It’s just the dragon wouldn’t let us call you that.”

         
         “The late duchess,” Ana Maria corrected.

         
         “The dragon duchess,” Jane said, accompanying her words with a rolling of her eyes.

         
         It had been six months since the carriage accident that had claimed the lives of Ana Maria’s father—the duke—and his wife, Ana Maria’s stepmother. Six months since Ana Maria had been released from her life of servitude, treated as an unwanted, unpaid servant by the duchess. She still lived in the London town house she’d always lived in, except now her room wasn’t the tiniest one in the attic, but the most sumptuous room on the upstairs floor. 

         
         “But can’t we just be Ana Maria and Jane here, as we used to?” Ana Maria couldn’t help her plaintive tone.

         
         The words weren’t even out of her mouth before Jane had folded her arms over her chest and was shaking her head. “You have
            to accept it, my lady. You’re a lady, daughter of a duke, cousin to another duke. Like it or not, you are entitled to being
            treated as though you are a special person.” Her voice softened. “And you are special, it is just that the dragon—that is, the late duchess,” she said, at Ana Maria’s stern look, “was determined to keep
            you in a particular place. And now she’s gone, you should take your rightful place among all those other ladies.”
         

         
         My rightful place. What place was that? Ana Maria wondered. For more than twenty years, she’d been the late duchess’s unpaid and unappreciated
            drudge, doing anything that required doing, if the duchess ordered her to.
         

         
         And now? Now she was supposed to become a lady overnight, a person who didn’t know how to polish silver, who would order a
            bath without considering just how long it would take to boil water, and who treated the help as though they were just that—help, not people or even friends. Who did not have an opinion about dust, because she wasn’t aware it existed.
         

         
         But even if her status was suddenly elevated, she was not.

         
         If only her half brother, Sebastian, had remained as the duke she would have been far more comfortable. But Sebastian was
            not the rightful duke, not since it was discovered that the late duchess—in this particular case, the dastardly duchess—had
            lied about her relationship to Ana Maria’s mother. When it was revealed that the two duchesses were sisters, not cousins,
            it had invalidated the second marriage because English law forbade marrying the sister of one’s dead wife, making Sebastian
            a bastard, so the title went instead to their cousin Thaddeus.
         

         
         Thaddeus was kind, in his way, but he wasn’t Sebastian. Ana Maria had only wanted to become a lady because Sebastian had seemed
            to want it for her so desperately. And now that he was established in his new life with his new lovely wife, it all seemed
            so pointless.
         

         
         But it wasn’t as though she could toss off her elegant clothing and grab an apron and pretend things hadn’t changed.

         
         They had. This room, redecorated to her taste and overflowing in flowers from potential suitors, proved it.

         
         She liked the flowers—even if some of them made her sneeze—but she did not appreciate the attention. The gentlemen who sent them would never have noticed her when she’d been wearing her apron, and she knew full well why they were noticing her now. Thaddeus, continuing what Sebastian had promised, had bestowed a generous dowry on her, one that was drawing all of Society’s eligible bachelors like—like ants to sugar. 

         
         “What are you thinking about then, my lady?” Jane’s voice said, interrupting her thoughts.

         
         “Flowers, ants, and sugar,” Ana Maria replied, snorting at her own words.

         
         “It’d be better if you were thinking about your suitors and which one of them you’ll decide on. I like the looks of that earl’s
            son, Lord Brunley. He’s quite handsome and has nearly all of his teeth.”
         

         
         “High recommendation,” Ana Maria replied drily. “So I can look at him while he chews.” Is that what marriage was? Dearest, let me pop that toast in your mouth as I gaze upon you.

         
         “What else is there to require in a husband?”

         
         It was unfortunate Jane asked so many questions. So many questions Ana Maria could answer, but not to anyone’s satisfaction
            but her own.
         

         
         What else is there to require? A kind soul, someone who would listen and care for her? Someone who would want her, not the daughter and cousin to a duke with a fortune?
         

         
         How would she be able to tell if a suitor truly cared for her? Someone who would ask her why she was thinking about flowers,
            ants, and sugar instead of regarding her with a horrified look because she wasn’t thinking about proper ladylike things?
         

         
         Someone tall and protective and solid.

         
         Someone very like—no. She could not finish that sentence, not even in her own mind.

         
         She’d rather die by sneezing than admit to her own interest. If Sebastian, or Thaddeus, or worst of all him, at all suspected she harbored a secret fascination for a certain tall, grunting gentleman with a penchant for frequent pacing
            she would be completely mortified, and it wouldn’t do any good anyway.
         

         
         He treated her as a sister, and not even as a much beloved sister. More like a forgotten sister who was only noticed when
            she was a nuisance. And since Ana Maria was so well behaved, she was never noticed. Not by him, anyway.
         

         
         No. Better to consider the gentlemen who were now noticing her. Or even better, figure out something that didn’t involve gentlemen
            or marriage so she could at least be satisfied in her own life, even if she ended up alone.
         

         
         There was a knock at the door, and then it opened, revealing the butler, who always seemed as though he were disapproving
            of Ana Maria.
         

         
         Or that could be her imagination.

         
         “My lady?”

         
         “What is it, Fletchfield?” Jane answered.

         
         The butler gave a slight frown, indicating what he thought of Jane’s presumption.

         
         “Miss Octavia Holton is here to see Lady Ana Maria.”

         
         Ana Maria smiled. “Please see her in, Fletchfield. We will take tea as well.” Miss Octavia was Sebastian’s young sister-in-law, and a welcome addition to Ana Maria’s acquaintance, though their ten-year age difference made it seem as though Ana Maria was Octavia’s older sister. Until Octavia, Ana Maria hadn’t had any friends in her new world, and the friends from when she was a drudge all treated her differently now. 

         
         Even Jane.

         
         That was one of the reasons she’d refused to hire a companion—it was shocking, Ana Maria knew, not to have someone to chaperone
            her, but the last thing she wanted was yet another person treating her differently. Thankfully, Thaddeus was too engrossed
            in his new duties to see the impropriety of it.
         

         
         Fletchfield bowed, and Ana Maria turned to Jane. “I’ll be up later this afternoon to discuss what gown to wear this evening.”

         
         “I thought the blue—” Jane began.

         
         “Later this afternoon,” Ana Maria interrupted. One of the few good things about being a lady—besides not having to scour kitchen
            grates and sweep dirt—was getting to choose which of her new gorgeous gowns she’d wear. And Jane had an opinion, as she always
            did, but Ana Maria was beginning to trust her own taste better than her lady’s maid’s.
         

         
         That felt wonderful, at least. To know she was looking her absolute best thanks to her own decision.

         
         She’d never had that kind of confidence. Not least because she always wore whatever castoff her stepmother allowed her to.
            But also because nobody had entrusted her with making any kind of decision her entire life—and even now that she was supposedly
            a lady in the highest echelon of Society she was denied the same choice.
         

         
         Well, she’d have to say no, thank you, to that. She was going to make her own choices and live her own life, which meant going
            where she wanted to when she wanted to, by herself if she wished, even if Society would raise its eyebrows. Or not marrying
            someone merely because he sent her some posies and could chew on his own.
         

         
         It wasn’t much as standards went, but it would do for now.

         
         Fletchfield held the door open for Miss Octavia, who stepped inside, her customary lively expression on her face. “Good afternoon,
            my lady.” Her eyes widened as she scanned the room. “Look at all those glorious colors!”
         

         
         Ana Maria felt the unfamiliar warmth of a welcome compliment. “Thank you.” She patted the cushion of the seat next to her.
            “Do sit down. Tea is on its way.”
         

         
         “Please tell me you decided on everything entirely on your own.”

         
         That warmth furled throughout Ana Maria’s whole body. “I did.” She tilted her head to regard the bright silk of the curtains. “I’ve never done anything like this. I wasn’t certain I’d like it.” 

         
         “You have to tell me where you got all this. Or better yet, take me yourself.” Miss Octavia squinted in concentration. “You
            have a real talent.”
         

         
         “Thank y—achoo!”

         
         “You’re achoo—welcome,” Miss Octavia replied with a cheeky grin.

         
         Her friend’s exuberant delight infected Ana Maria, making her want to cast off all the doubts and hesitations that had claimed
            her imagination since she’d first been elevated to her current social status.
         

         
         And why shouldn’t she cast them off? Shouldn’t the whole point of being independent be . . . to be independent? To stride forward in life without worry?
         

         
         “What in heaven’s name are you thinking about? You have the most intense expression on your face.” Miss Octavia wrinkled her
            nose. “You look like my sister Ivy when she’s puzzling out a particularly difficult bookkeeping problem.”
         

         
         Ana Maria shook her head. “Nothing nearly that complicated.” Only the rest of my life. She smothered a secret smile as Fletchfield arrived bearing the tea things, including some of Cook’s most excellent lemon
            scones.
         

         
         She would decide on her future after she had some tea and possibly a few scones. A person had to have their priorities straight,
            after all.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “The silver one,” Ana Maria said in a firm tone.

         
         Jane humphed and shook her head as she withdrew the silver evening gown from the wardrobe.

         
         They were in Ana Maria’s new bedroom, a grand step up from her previous living quarters in the attic. The bedroom had been
            a guest bedroom, used very rarely since the late duchess did not like visitors. Or, honestly, she did not like anybody but
            her son, Sebastian, Ana Maria’s half brother.
         

         
         Ana Maria hadn’t gotten to redecorate this room yet; she’d wanted to live with what she’d chosen in the salon for a bit before
            taking on a bigger project. But now that she was pleased with the results there, her fingers were itching to change everything
            in here to reflect her taste.
         

         
         Bright, vibrant colors instead of demure beiges and browns; plenty of pillows for lounging rather than the standard two per
            person; a small scattering of rugs rather than the enormous carpet.
         

         
         But redecorating here would mean finally accepting that this was her life, and she was close to that, but not nearly there yet. What else would you want to do? a tiny voice murmured in her head.
         

         
         I don’t know, but I want it to be my choice, Ana Maria replied.
         

         
         But for now she was choosing her own gown for the evening. She sighed in satisfaction as she regarded it. It was the most
            outrageously opulent gown she had ever owned, but that wasn’t saying much, since until six months ago her gowns had been the
            duchess’s lady’s maid’s castoffs.
         

         
         But even when measured with opulent gowns in general, this one was opulent. It was made of a silver fabric, but that wasn’t its entirety; it had tiny puffed sleeves made of sheer netting, while the
            body of the gown had small clear gems sewn on, only a few at first, then cascading to gather in a momentum of brilliance at
            the bottom.
         

         
         “It’s the kind of gown,” Jane said in a worried tone, “that wears you more than you wear it. You have no experience wearing
            this kind of thing. I don’t even know how we’re going to do your hair either.”
         

         
         Jane’s words, spoken with love, nonetheless shot straight to the heart of Ana Maria’s insecurities. Worry that she wouldn’t
            be accepted in her world paired with an equal worry that she would be, thus making her precisely like every other lady prancing about on dance floors and sipping tea. 

         
         It was an oxymoron, but it was her oxymoron, so it made sense to her.
         

         
         “But that’s precisely why I should be wearing it,” Ana Maria reasoned. She couldn’t resist reaching out to stroke the gown,
            its thin fabric a silky whisper under her fingers. “I want to begin as I mean to go on, and I won’t hide at the corner of
            ballrooms, embarrassed about my past.” Even though that would be my preference. “If I am to make my way in this world as it seems you and everyone else who knows me wants me to, I will do it my way—wearing
            beautiful gowns, unashamed of my past and my heritage, and if someone does not like that, then I do not want them in my life.”
         

         
         Bold words from a woman who had only recently begun to be bold. Begin as you mean to go on.

         
         “You’re going to look absolutely spectacular in this,” Jane warned. “I just hope you’re up to the challenge.”

         
         “I am,” Ana Maria promised, vowing to herself as much as to her maid.

         
          

         She was not, as she soon discovered, up to the challenge.

         
         Ana Maria stood at the entrance to the ballroom, her cousin Thaddeus at her side, holding her breath as she surveyed the crowd.

         
         So many people, none of whom she knew. Of course not, how would she have met them? Unless they accidentally stumbled into
            the duchess’s kitchen when she was sweeping the ashes from the stove. And even then they would have looked over her head,
            or anywhere but at her, since she was clearly a lowly servant and they were—well, they were the cream of Society. People who
            wouldn’t have the first idea of what to do with a stove, much less how to clean it.
         

         
         First you had to assemble your tools: a brush, a dustpan, a piece of cloth destined for the garbage. Then you had to clean
            from the back forward, using patience to collect all the ashes and scrape the stuck-on bits.
         

         
         Thoughts that would no longer be of use to her. Now she needed to know how to sweep into a room, not sweep out a stove.

         
         It was just far more intimidating than a pile of ashes. Though far less dirty.

         
         The room was enormous, cleared of all furniture except for the chairs that lined the walls and a large table that held a sparkling
            bright punch bowl, filled with some sort of enticing pinkish-red beverage.
         

         
         The musicians sat on a raised dais diagonally to the right of where Ana Maria and Thaddeus stood while footmen weaved in and around the crowd bearing massive silver salvers holding champagne glasses. The music had just stopped, and Ana Maria could hear the low chatter of people exchanging pleasantries. Or gossip that would shred someone’s reputation in a single whispered word. 

         
         “Breathe,” Thaddeus commanded.

         
         “Perhaps I can give a short lecture on stove management,” Ana Maria muttered. The thought made her chuckle, which then had
            the effect of forcing her to breathe.
         

         
         “Pardon?” Thaddeus said.

         
         She shook her head. “Nothing. Just working on breathing.” As you ordered.

         
         Thaddeus had, until recently, been in command of an army regiment, and still spoke as though everyone was serving under him.
            Of course, now that he was a duke, that behavior was entirely warranted, so perhaps there was no need for him to change.
         

         
         “Good,” Thaddeus said.

         
         “The Duke of Hasford, Lady Ana Maria Dutton,” the butler announced.

         
         And then all the breath whooshed right out of her again as everyone in the ballroom turned, as if on command, to look at them.

         
         To look at her.
         

         
         She tightened her grip on Thaddeus’s arm and stepped into the ballroom, an imperious expression she’d stolen from the late
            duchess on her face.
         

         
          

         Nash stood within arm’s length of the punch bowl, even though the punch was barely drinkable. What with not being brandy and all. His grandmother was seated just behind him, and he was annoyingly aware of her every movement. 

         
         After a nap, she’d descended into his office and badgered Robert Carstairs, his secretary, and one of his numerous half siblings,
            into handing over all of the invitations that Nash normally declined.
         

         
         She’d insisted they attend a ball that very evening, even though he’d had plans to—well, do what he usually did. Eat dinner,
            then go out for hours to stride about London, steadfastly avoiding anyone who might recognize him. If he was lucky, he’d stumble
            into a situation requiring he use his fists to right a wrong and then return home in the wee hours of the morning, exhausted
            and bloody.
         

         
         It kept his demons at bay.

         
         But he couldn’t very well tell his grandmother any of that. For one thing, it would reveal that he shared some of his father’s . . .
            tendencies, though Nash worked like the devil to control them. And now he had a purpose so he could prevent someone who apparently did
            not control them from inheriting the title when he was gone.
         

         
         Which was why he looked like a gentleman who would far rather drink punch than throw one.

         
         “That one looks tolerable,” she said, poking him with her infernal cane, then raising it to point toward a lady who was nodding
            and smiling at some sod who looked as though he actually liked getting dressed like this.
         

         
         She was medium height, medium build, and wearing a gown in pristine white, her blond hair drawn up with a few curls spiraling to her ears. 

         
         As he perused her, she happened to glance over at him, her eyes widening as their gazes met. And then she arched one perfect
            eyebrow and her lips curled into a faint smile, and he could practically see the wheels churning—I’ve caught the eye of a duke. Because there was no possibility she would offer him that look based just on his appearance. He knew he was too tall, too
            broad, and too scowling. Not to mention his hands kept moving up to tug on his far-too-tight neckcloth.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “And why not?” His grandmother’s tone made it sound as though he was refusing a sweet, not the person he might possibly spend
            the rest of his life with.
         

         
         Though he didn’t want to care about his potential life companion nearly as much as he would a sweet. And if the option was
            a glass of fine brandy?
         

         
         Well, he’d take the alcohol every time.

         
         “I could reconsider.” He hadn’t entirely thought this all through yet, had he? His grandmother wanted him to marry, to produce children, so that Mr. John Davies of the Violent Tendencies wouldn’t inflict the family’s particular affliction onto the title. He hadn’t thought much—or at all—about marriage before, except to know he didn’t want it, because the only example he’d ever seen was fraught with tears and angry blows, ending with a mother who’d deserted her only child because the alternative was likely death at the hands of her husband. 

         
         But since it seemed he had to marry, he should marry someone he didn’t feel any emotion toward. Someone he could tolerate.
            Someone, he thought, he could live apart from, once they’d ensured the succession. That would be the ideal situation—a wife
            who lived her own life while he lived his, neither of them bothering about the other. Neither of them caring enough about
            the other to incite violence.
         

         
         The blonde in the distance? The one with the raised eyebrow and the faint smile? The one whose appearance was pleasant enough?

         
         She could be tolerable.

         
         He was opening his mouth to speak again when he spotted her. Standing at the front of the ballroom, a vision in silver, looking as though she’d been plucked from the night sky and sent
            to honor Society with her presence.
         

         
         Her hair was the black of night also, caught up in a luxurious swirl of curls, bound only by a simple silver ribbon. Her figure
            was lush, and curved, and he would have sworn his hands knew how she felt. Or more accurately, his fingers itched to touch
            her.
         

         
         Her skin wasn’t the moonlight pale of most of the ladies in the ballroom; it was touched by gold, as though the sun had claimed
            a bit of her loveliness as well.
         

         
         “Who is that?” he heard his grandmother say, distinct disapproval in her tone.

         
         “I have no—” And then he froze, because he recognized the gentleman next to her, and he swallowed as he realized who she was.

         
         “That is Lady Ana Maria Dutton,” he said.

         
         “Oh!” his grandmother replied, sounding surprised. “She is the cousin to the Duke of Hasford, she is quite respectable.”

         
         Her meaning was implicit in her words.

         
         “Out of the question.”

         
         “Why—?”

         
         “No.” He tore his gaze away from her to face his grandmother. “Absolutely not.”

         
         Because it was Ana Maria, and that meant he knew her, had known her for most of his life. Had cared for her, in his way. He would not subject her to his passions.
         

         
         Not when he was terrified of losing control, and how could he not lose control when confronted with such a delicious package
            encasing a person he knew to be kind, warm, and intelligent?
         

         
         And he nearly snarled when he met Thaddeus’s gaze, and saw Thad speak to her, and then both of them began to walk toward him,
            each step an increasingly agonizing reminder of who he was, and who he could be—if he didn’t keep himself tightly contained.
         

         
          

         “Over there, it’s Nash,” Thaddeus said, no doubt trying to sound soothing.

         
         He didn’t, of course, because she doubted Thaddeus had ever tried to soothe anyone in his life, but she appreciated the effort nonetheless. He took her arm again. “Let’s go speak with him.” 

         
         She nodded, simply because she couldn’t speak. She hadn’t expected to see him here. He seldom, if ever, attended these kinds
            of entertainments. For all she knew, he had a seraglio of women at home who enjoyed his brute-like manners and inarticulate
            noises that passed for conversation.
         

         
         And that idea should not have caused a frisson of sensual awareness coursing through her, but then again, she was a walking
            oxymoron, so it did.
         

         
         But he was here. And what was more, he was wearing apparel perfectly suited to the evening—not just a worn jacket that showed
            the strain at his broad shoulders. For goodness’ sake, he was even wearing a cravat. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him
            wearing a cravat.
         

         
         Someone had managed to slick his hair back, and he’d gotten a shave more recently than a few days ago as well. He looked every
            inch, every foot, a gentleman, and she felt her breath hitch.
         

         
         He should not be that handsome.

         
         He should not be that commanding, as though his presence obliterated every other person’s appearance in the room.

         
         He should not be the focus of so many of her thoughts, especially late at night.

         
         Damn it.

         
         She swallowed, attempting to regain her icy late-duchess demeanor. Difficult to do when one’s heart was pounding, and one was entirely, keenly aware of another person’s presence. 

         
         “Your Grace,” Thaddeus said, making both Nash and Ana Maria stare at him. “What?” he added, glancing between them both. “We
            are not who we were, we have different obligations now, and different obligations require different courtesies.”
         

         
         Different obligations require different courtesies.

         
         So perhaps she could just pretend she’d never met the Duke of Malvern before, and that this handsome behemoth in front of
            her was merely a new acquaintance.
         

         
         That might work to take her mind off the absolute Nash-ness of him. If she could just think of him as another aristocrat who
            shared the same beliefs as all the others, beliefs that insisted that women like Ana Maria were only noticed because of their
            lineage and their wealth, not because of who they were. An aristocrat who would be horrified to learn that until six months
            ago, Lady Ana Maria had peeled potatoes and scrubbed pots and been treated as less than even the lowliest servant. Because
            the lowliest servant at least received a salary, whereas Ana Maria had gotten exhortations to do more because she was less.
         

         
         “Ana Maria?” Thaddeus’s sharp tone pulled her out of her thoughts.

         
         “Yes, Your Grace? Your Grace,” she added, nodding to Nash, whose handsome face twisted into a frown.

         
         “My lady,” he replied, before scowling even more, turning his back to them. “Stop poking me,” he said, and Ana Maria peered
            around him to see an older woman sitting regally on a chair, her cane stretched toward Nash’s leg.
         

         
         He held his hand out to the lady, who glared at him but took it, allowing him to draw her to her feet.

         
         Who could possibly make Nash put on reasonable clothing, poke him as though he weren’t an angry bear, and get him to be somewhat
            polite?
         

         
         “I’d like to introduce my grandmother, the dowager duchess of Malvern.”

         
         Ah. Ana Maria held her hand out to the other woman as Nash continued speaking. “This is Lady Ana Maria Dutton, and this is
            the Duke of Hasford.”
         

         
         The lady peered at Ana Maria, who felt suddenly self-conscious, as though she had a crumb stuck on her lip or something. Then
            again, she usually felt self-conscious, so perhaps it was just a reminder of her self-consciousness.
         

         
         She licked her lip just in case.

         
         “It is a pleasure,” the dowager duchess said, even though her tone held no indication that it was. “I have just come to town,
            and my grandson here has been accommodating enough to allow me to stay with him for a time.”
         

         
         Ana Maria glanced at Nash, whose expression was set, though she saw his jaw was clenched.

         
         So it was his grandmother who had succeeded in getting him garbed up and here, but she hadn’t been able to do the impossible—make
            him anyone other than Nash, irritated and taciturn.
         

         
         And so much for trying to think he was just another aristocrat. She was already keenly aware of every flicker in his expression,
            every shift in his stance that seemed to scream out, I despise being here, and I might go punch something if I don’t get to leave soon.

         
         But he didn’t. Instead, he did the thing she’d least expect, not in all her years of knowing him.

         
         “Lady Ana Maria, would you care to dance?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “Lady Ana Maria, would you care to dance?”

         
         Nash knew it was the correct thing to do, since she didn’t know many people in Society yet, and he imagined she might feel
            awkward about being seen not dancing.
         

         
         But it also made him wildly uncomfortable because just a few minutes earlier he had been looking at her as though she was
            an attractive female, not his best friend’s sister.
         

         
         Dancing would mean touching her. And touching her would mean—well, touching her. This was Ana Maria. Someone he’d known from when he was ten years old, reeling from the shock of his mother’s departure,
            searching for someone to take refuge with. He’d found Sebastian and Thaddeus, and by extension, her. Though he hadn’t paid
            much attention to her, neither then nor even more recently, except to think of her as a sister.
         

         
         What he was thinking now was not remotely fraternal. Which made it feel like it was wrong, especially when he thought about
            how Seb and Thad would react if they knew.
         

         
         They could never know. She could never know.
         

         
         He still felt as though he couldn’t breathe from the impact of seeing her. And he couldn’t blame it entirely on the neckcloth.
            It was her. Up close, her gown was even more flimsily beautiful, not that he’d ever thought such a thing about an item of
            clothing before. But the threads in the fabric shimmered in the candlelight, and now he could see the soft, golden swells
            of her breasts, which were on gorgeous display thanks to the gown’s structure.
         

         
         Her gown dipped in at her waist, then flared out at her hips. Wide, curvy hips that were a woman’s hips. Hips made to be held
            while—damn, he should not be thinking that. Not any of that.
         

         
         “I would love to dance, thank you.”

         
         Her voice reached him through a distant fog of confusion, discomfort, and a fierce longing.

         
         “Excellent,” he heard his grandmother say.

         
         “Excellent,” Thaddeus echoed, only he didn’t sound nearly as convinced as the dowager duchess. Because he knew full well what
            Nash’s opinion of parties and dancing and such were, and that Nash was usually spoiling for a fight.
         

         
         Although he only spoiled for a justified fight. And he doubted there would be any cases of systemic oppression here.

         
         He reached for her hand, and she raised it, placing her fingers in his palm. Was it his imagination, or did they tremble?

         
         He wished she weren’t wearing gloves so he could feel her skin. No, he was relieved she was wearing gloves so he couldn’t feel her skin. That was it. 

         
         They walked to the dance floor as the musicians began to play again.

         
         A waltz. Of course.

         
         He placed his hand at her waist. Keenly aware of that hip just below. That breast just above. She slid her hand onto his shoulder
            with a faint smile.
         

         
         “What?” he blurted.

         
         “It’s just you’re so tall it’s a bit of a stretch.”

         
         He grunted in reply.

         
         The music began, and he moved, trying to recall the steps of the dance while also trying not to step on her feet. He had far
            more experience with dodging blows than twirling steps.
         

         
         They danced in silence, him keeping his gaze steadfastly on her face—not allowing his eyes to slide lower, toward where all
            that golden skin gleamed in the candlelight.
         

         
         “We were supposed to dance before.”

         
         “What?” He bumped into another couple and glared at the gentleman, who quickly ensured he and his partner were out of Nash’s
            range.
         

         
         “We were supposed to dance at my party. Not precisely my debut, since I’m far too old”—she accompanied those words with a
            rueful chuckle—“but the party Thaddeus gave after when—after . . .” she trailed off.
         

         
         “When everything happened,” he supplied. As though those words weren’t the vaguest description and therefore actually helpful.

         
         “Yes.” She smiled as she spoke. Perhaps the words were actually helpful. He wished words were as easy to master as punches.

         
         If they were, he might never stop talking. Or he might even start talking. Of his own volition, not because someone spoke
            to him.
         

         
         “But then Sebastian went and . . .” she said, shrugging.

         
         “Mm,” he said in agreement.

         
         Her half brother, Sebastian, had punched a gentleman in a ballroom. Something all of them would have predicted Nash doing,
            not Seb or
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