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Prologue



Marsden Manor
 Nottinghamshire, England
 June 1789

The crack of a cricket bat and ball split the humid afternoon air. A triumphant round of whoops and shouts followed, as a group of boys raced across the immaculately manicured lawn to see who could capture the most runs.

Above them, inside a second-floor drawing room, stood Edward Augustus Joseph Byron, Marquis of Hartsfield. He drew an encouraging fist at his side as he watched his younger brothers play, observing the game’s progress through one of many lead-paned, Tudor windows that lined the west side of the Earl of Edgewater’s grand manor house.

Stifling an envious sigh, he leaned closer to the open window, the scents of oak pollen and ripe summer breezes redolent in the air. How he wished he could be down there with them now.


Racing over the grass.

Feeling the grip of the smooth-handled willow bat in his hands, his arm muscles singing as they absorbed the impact of a fresh hit.

The score wouldn’t be so evenly matched, he knew, if he were among them. Not that Cade and Jack weren’t holding their own—and admirably too—considering the size and age of some of the other boys playing. Twelve- and thirteen-year-olds against the Byron brothers’ ten and eight.

Even four-year-old Drake was doing his utmost to insert himself into the action, ignoring the strictures of his nursemaid as he raced to collect the occasional out-of-bounds ball.

Were he anyone else, Edward knew he would have been free to join in like the other children of the guests assembled for today’s christening celebration. But even at the youthful age of eleven, he understood that the heir to the Duke of Clybourne had far more important duties to attend to than an afternoon spent playing cricket—no matter how tediously boring those duties might be.

On the grounds below, Cade stepped forward and shook out his lanky arms with great fanfare as he prepared to pitch the ball. Edward grinned and silently cheered him on.

Suddenly a large male hand wearing a gleaming emerald signet ring cut across his line of sight—a strong adult hand that reached out to draw the window closed with a soft snick of the latch.

Edward stepped back, the noise of the game grown dim beyond the sealed portal. Shoulders straight, he turned a respectful gaze on his father, eyes moving upward to the powerful man, who wore a mature version of his own features.

Everyone said one day Edward would look exactly like him. Sometimes when he gazed into a looking glass, he found himself wondering if their predictions would prove true.

“Those boys make a great deal too much noise,” the duke observed. “I could hear Jack shouting all the way across the room.”

Not sure how best to respond to such a remark, Edward stayed silent.

“Ought to send down word and tell them enough’s enough, but I suppose they are only boys and know no better.”

And so they are. So too am I.

Wisely, he kept his thoughts to himself.

“What’s the score, then?” his father asked.

Edward’s stance relaxed slightly at the casual inquiry. “Cade’s team is down by two, but I think they’ll make up the necessary runs during the next at-bat.”

“I trust they shall. Well then, come along, Edward,” his father said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Important matters to discuss. You can watch the game later.”

“Yes, Papa.”

As he turned to follow the duke’s lead, he caught sight of his mother watching them from across the chamber where she sat among a group of other elegantly attired ladies. Faint lines creased the smooth plane of her beautiful forehead, her soft lips drawn together. His gaze met hers and the lines vanished as though they had never been, her mouth turning upward as she sent him a gentle, loving smile.

He smiled back, puzzling for a few seconds over her initial look. Then he forgot all about it, as he hurried to keep pace with the duke.

They drew to a halt in front of a trim gentleman of moderate height, his thick blond hair brushed in careful waves, a diamond pin winking from the folds of his precisely creased neck cloth.


“My lord,” the duke began. “Allow me to make you known to my son and heir, the Marquis of Hartsfield. Hartsfield,” he said, nodding toward Edward. “This gentleman is a great friend of mine. Make your bows to the Earl of Edgewater.”

Well versed in his manners, Edward bent at the waist. “How do you do, my lord? Thank you for inviting me to your home today, and on such a happy occasion as the christening of your new daughter.”

The earl bowed in return, smiling as he straightened. “You are most gracious, my lord, and most welcome, though I would expect no less based on everything Clybourne has been telling me about you. I must confess I am vastly impressed. Understand you took top marks at Eton this past year and are even now being considered for early admittance to both Cambridge and Oxford.”

“He’ll be at Oxford outside of two years, and make no mistake,” the duke stated in a firm tone, as if the matter were already settled. “My duchess thinks it’s too early for a boy his age to be considering university. But she’s merely being a cautious mother hen, who doesn’t want to see her chick fly from the nest too soon. Hartsfield is up to the challenge, though. Aren’t you, son?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Edward murmured, swallowing against the sting of nerves in his chest at the reminder—and the expectations.

“But come, Edgewater, we didn’t bring the boy over here to discuss his educational prospects. We came to tell him the good news.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” the earl agreed, puffing out his slender chest with obvious anticipation and pleasure. “Should you like to do the honors, Clybourne?”

The duke waved a languid hand. “No, go ahead, Edgewater. It was your idea, after all.”


“But you set me to thinking on it, so the credit must be mainly your own.”

Standing between them, Edward forced himself not to show any reaction to their mysterious exchange. Whatever the “good news” might be, the sooner it was revealed, the sooner he would be able to find a way to escape outside and join the game.

“Perhaps you are unaware,” the earl began, turning his gaze on Edward, “but a section of my property here in Nottinghamshire and one of your father’s lesser estates share a common boundary.”

“Yes, your lordship. The line runs contiguous for a few miles along the southernmost edge, I believe,” Edward stated.

The earl beamed, a twinkle in his gaze. “Just so. You’ve taught him well, Clybourne.”

“Of course. The title and land shall be his one day. He ought to know the extent and locations of his own holdings.”

“What you may not know, however,” Edgewater continued, turning back to Edward, “is that your father and I have been friends since boyhood. We went to Eton together and then to Oxford. For years it has been his dearest wish and mine that our two families might be even more closely and permanently allied. Which is why we decided to come to an arrangement.”

“What sort of arrangement, my lord?” Edward asked, unable to keep from voicing his thoughts aloud this time.

“You shall see, Hartsfield. You shall see. But first, come meet my new daughter.”

Edward frowned, wondering what the baby had to do with this particular conversation. But he supposed the earl had some purpose, if for no other reason than the pride of wanting to show the infant off.


Following behind his father and the earl, he made his way across the room to a place not far from where several of the ladies were gathered.

“Just going to borrow her for a moment,” the earl informed his wife, as she cast him an inquiring look.

The infant, who until now had been peacefully sleeping, roused with a startled cry at being jostled awake. Her cries grew louder as the earl lifted her out of an immense rosewood cradle that had obviously been carved sometime in the last century.

Unfazed, Edgewater set her in the crook of his arm and brought her across to Edward. “Here she is, my lord. What think you of my Claire?”

Having worked herself into a near tantrum, Edward thought she looked as red and wet and angry as a lobster that had just been dropped into a vat of boiling water—her tiny features scrunched so tightly together that he couldn’t tell if she even had eyes.

She sure has a mouth though, he mused ruefully. And a fine pair of lungs. The next time the earl has reason to sound an alarm, he should prod this one awake again.

“She’s…um…quite healthy,” Edward observed.

Edgewater chuckled. “That she is. Proof she’ll grow into a fine young woman someday. Here, Hartsfield, why don’t you hold her?”

Hold her! I don’t want to hold that furious, squalling little creature.

But before he could refuse, the baby was thrust into his arms, leaving him no choice but to take her. She settled against him—warmer, softer and faintly heavier than he’d expected. Her tiny fists waved like a pair of batons in the air, her misery clear as she continued to wail.

Then, as abruptly as her crying had begun, it ceased. Blissful quiet descended once more over the room. As he watched, tension eased from her face, her fury-rouged cheeks standing out like burnished coals.

Her eyes popped open, her irises an entrancing pale blue that reminded him of a robin’s egg he’d once found dropped out of a nest. They were red-rimmed, those eyes, and glistening wet with tears. She was staring now, her interest fixed on him as if he were the most fascinating thing she’d ever observed.

She sniffed and made a burbling little cooing noise, then waved one fist again, but not with anger this time. Instead, she seemed to be reaching out.

For him.

Bemused, Edward stared back, amazed at the change in her countenance now that he could adequately view her features.

Not so awful, he mused. He supposed he might even say she was pretty.

For a baby.

He’d been around babies all his life, as one brother after another was born. But he certainly wouldn’t have called any of them pretty.

She waved her tiny fist again and blinked, her mouth curving in a faint smile.

“Well, look at that,” the earl said in an amazed voice. “She’s taken a shine to you already. I knew how it would be.”

“Knew how what would be, your lordship?” Edward asked, still gazing at the baby.

“That the two of you are meant for each other. My Lord Hartsfield, meet your future bride.”

“What!” Edward’s gaze flashed up to meet the earl’s, his hold wavering so that he nearly dropped the child lying so trustingly in his arms. Clutching her against him, he stared at her father.


Surely I cannot have heard him right? Surely he hadn’t said bride!

“Your father and I have agreed on a betrothal between you and Claire. There’s a parcel of unentailed land that will come to you through her dowry. Some excellent pasture which will increase your own holdings in this part of the country.”

Land! What do I care about land? What about me? I didn’t agree to this!

A heated refusal trembled on his lips, a violent protest that would denounce this appalling scheme. But then he caught his father’s eye and knew any objections he offered would be completely useless. He would only create a scene, embarrass the earl and draw his father’s ire. Besides, as he knew only too well, once Papa made up his mind, there was no trying to change it.

Swallowing past his anger, he held himself steady, jaw pulled taut as a rope. The baby shifted contentedly in his arms, oblivious to the turmoil at war in his chest.

“This union is years and years away, Edward,” the duke reasoned in a quiet tone. “So think nothing more of it for now. When the time for the marriage arrives, you’ll see the wisdom of this alliance and be grateful to have your future so easily arranged.”

Grateful! How was he supposed to feel grateful when his entire life had already been decided for him? When he had no say over his own destiny?

Suddenly he couldn’t bear to stand there another moment, fearing he might start screaming or something equally inappropriate.

Luckily, Lady Edgewater chose that moment to approach, halting beside him as she gazed with shyly loving eyes at her now sleeping infant daughter. Without a word, he pushed the baby at her, uncaring when he heard the child awaken again and begin to cry.


Pausing only long enough to execute a clipped bow, he mumbled an excuse and turned on his heels. He half expected his father to recall him, but he did not. Yet even if the duke had ordered him to return, he would not have obeyed. No punishment, he knew, could be worse than remaining now in this room.

Striding toward the door, he moved out into the corridor, his pace quickening with every successive step. He flew down the main staircase, then past a pair of footmen, who cast him curious glances but made no effort to impede his progress.

He burst outside into the moist summer air that clung to him like a suffocating hand. Or maybe it was his cravat that was doing the suffocating? All he knew was that he couldn’t quite catch his breath. Couldn’t slow the breakneck speed of his heart.

Stripping off his neck cloth, together with his coat, he dropped both garments on the lawn, forgetting them in an instant. From just over the rise, he heard sounds of the cricket match, as the game continued on.

Rather than going toward it, though, he turned away, staring across the surrounding grounds—out across the wide green fields, the manicured gardens and the nearby forest with its mass of towering trees.

Without any conscious sense of choice, he moved toward the forest, wanting to lose himself inside those sheltering branches and leafy boughs.

He went faster, then faster still, until he was running.

Running as if he might never stop.








Chapter 1



Marsden Manor
 Nottinghamshire, England
 January 1811

Lady Claire Marsden drew her dark blue woolen shawl tighter over her shoulders and thought about adding an extra log to the fire. She would have liked to light a candle as well to better see the fine stitches in her embroidery, but Papa frowned on the use of candles during the day. Not because the household couldn’t afford them. Quite the reverse actually, since the Earl of Edgewater was a wealthy man. But he abhorred waste of any kind, and the burning of candles in daylight hours was chief on his list of forbidden indulgences—even on dim, dreary winter afternoons, such as this one.

Snipping off the end of a thread with a scissors, she listened with half an ear to her sisters bickering.

“Give me back that lace! I’m trying to trim my hat.”

“Try all you like,” taunted fourteen-year-old Nan. “But it shall do nothing to improve the ugly thing. I’ve seen canine rectums that had a prettier shape and color.”

“Did you hear what she just called my bonnet?” demanded Ella. “She said my velvet hat looks like a…a…a dog’s bottom! How dare you, Nan Marsden. How dare you say such a horrid thing to me.”

The younger girl smirked at her sixteen-year-old sister as she danced around the family sitting room holding the stolen lace high above her head. “Can I help it if you have wretched taste? Truly, you should spare all our eyes and toss that monstrosity in the fire. The brown color alone is enough to put one in mind of—”

“Why, you little fiend.” Reaching out, Ella made a grab for the lace and bumped into an end table instead, nearly oversetting the vase on top.

“All right, you two, that is quite enough,” Claire admonished. “And you’d best not let Mama hear such talk or you’ll both be scrubbing the taste of soap off your tongues for a week. Now, Nan, apologize to your sister for your rude remarks and give her back her lace.”

“But Claire—” Nan protested.

“No buts. Apologize now.”

With a grumble, Nan did as she was told. Begrudgingly, Ella accepted her younger sister’s words of regret, giving a stiff nod as she reclaimed her property.

Claire bent her blond head over her stitchery and hid a smile. “As for that bonnet, Ella,” she remarked a moment later. “You really could do much better. It’s woefully in need of a proper burial.”

“I don’t much care for it either,” Ella confessed, “but Papa won’t give me the money for a new one. You know how he is about allowances and I’ve already spent mine this quarter. It’s this or nothing.”

Claire knew the feeling only too well. She was considering alternate possibilities to suggest to her sister when a knock sounded on the door.

“Excuse me, miss, but a messenger just come with a letter,” the servant explained with a quick curtsey. “Thought I ought ter bring it up direct-like.”

“Lady Edgewater is lying down in her room. You may leave it over on the table and I shall see she receives it directly.”

“Oh, but it ain’t fer her ladyship. ’Tis addressed to you, Lady Claire.”

“Me?”

Normally Claire didn’t receive a great many letters, and none by messenger that she could recall. Curious, she reached out a hand for the missive.

The first thing she noticed was the elegant vellum paper and the thick red seal affixed on the reverse. Her heart beat faster as she stared at the design with its three overlapping heraldic shields hardened diagonally into the wax.

Fighting a sudden urge to tremble, she forced herself to flip the letter over. And there it was, her name and direction penned in a rarely seen, but never forgotten, hand.

His hand—the flawless script flowing with a dark sophistication that made all the memories come flooding back at once.

What very few of them there might be, she mused with a rueful tilt of her lips.

So, is my time up, then? Has my summons finally arrived?

Breaking open the seal, she scanned the contents and found her answer.

“Who’s it from, Claire?”

Her sister’s innocent question shattered her reverie, her head coming up with an almost guilty jerk. “Oh…um…no one. No one in particular, that is.”


Unless, by particular, you mean the man to whom I’ve been betrothed for nearly the whole of my one-and-twenty years.

Growing up, she’d always known two things. First, that as the eldest daughter she was expected to always do her duty. And second, that someday she would become the Duchess of Clybourne.

Her sisters knew about the arrangement, of course; the entire family did. Every so often, the topic would arise and be discussed for a brief while before it faded into obscurity once again. And as the years had gone by, she’d been content with the arrangement.

But now he had written to her.

Now everything was going to change.

Ella gave her a quizzical look, and Nan as well. But she didn’t want to talk about it. She couldn’t, having learned long ago to lock away her feelings on this particular topic.

Still, the girls were clearly waiting for her to say more. Fingers tightening on the paper, she shoved the letter into the cushions at her hip. “Ella, I had a thought about your bonnet. Why do you not simply borrow one of mine? You can use your lace to remake the style entirely and no one will ever suppose it’s anything but new.”

“Really?” A huge smile lit her sister’s face, her attention instantly diverted. “Are you sure?”

“Of course. I’ll even give you a length of my pink silk ribbon. Now why don’t you and Nan run along to my room and pick out the one you’d like.”

“Any of them?” Nan chirped. “Any except your new chip straw, that is.”

“Even my chip straw, if that is the one Ella prefers.”

Ella paused for a long moment, then raced across the room to envelop Claire in a fierce hug. “Oh, you’re so wonderful! The very best of sisters. And not to worry, your chip straw is safe.”

Claire laughed, then shooed them out.

When she could no longer hear their footfalls, or the staccato rhythm of their excited chatter, she reached again for the letter. Smoothing it out, she reread the words, pausing on the most important passage:


…I hope to renew our acquaintance. Should it prove acceptable, I shall wait upon you in a fortnight hence. I have taken the liberty of apprising your father of my intentions as well. Pray be of good health and felicitous spirits until next we meet.

Yours,
 Clybourne



A fortnight. A mere two weeks that would pass by in a flash, and then Edward Byron would be here.

The duke was coming to claim his bride.

 

You don’t have to do this, you know.

The words repeated themselves in his head as Edward Byron, tenth Duke of Clybourne, drove his curricle up the country lane that led to the Earl of Edgewater’s estate.

Oh, but I do, he thought in reply, barely aware of the winter-dormant fields that surrounded him on both sides, or the trees that stretched their bare limbs over the frozen earth like clusters of dark, bony fingers.

The sunny blue skies overhead were what had tempted him to ignore the January temperatures and drive himself today, rather than relying upon the wiser—and far warmer—option of traveling in his coach-and-four. His need for solitude had taken preeminence—the cold barely seeping through his heavy black greatcoat, leather gloves or hat, as he sped toward his destination.

Additionally, driving himself provided a soothing measure of distraction—one he found himself uncharacteristically in need of today.

“You realize, sweetheart, that you aren’t obligated to honor this betrothal,” his mother had told him a few days ago after learning of his plans to go through with the decades-old promise. “This was your father’s doing and I have never approved. As much as I loved my dear Robert, he was wrong to force this arrangement on you two children.”

“I’m three-and-thirty, Mama,” Edward replied. “Hardly a child now. I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you?” she questioned in a soft voice, concern dimming the clear green of her eyes. “And what of this girl? What of Lady Claire? Even after all these years, the pair of you are scarcely more than strangers. How many times have you even met her? Once? Twice?”

“Thrice,” he defended, deciding not to mention that the first time had been as children and the last occasion when she’d been a girl of sixteen.

“I implore you to think about this before you proceed,” Ava Byron had continued. “Consider how this will affect not only your life, but hers.”

He had thought about it—a very great deal, in point of fact—spending the past several months mulling over the advantages and disadvantages of proceeding with the marriage.

As a boy, he’d reviled the idea of the match. As a young man, he’d chosen to ignore it altogether. But now that he was mature, he could see the merit of his father’s actions—no matter how high-handed they might have been. In the end, he’d decided that his father had been right, and that Lady Claire Marsden was the most logical, most expedient choice of bride.

She had an excellent pedigree, for one. She was pretty and—if past observation was to be relied upon—gracious and biddable, even if a bit shy. She carried herself well and had been trained from birth in the duties that would be required as his duchess. She was reported to be in excellent health and should be able to provide him with robust sons.

In return, he would provide her with a comfortable life—more than comfortable, since he was one of the wealthiest men in the country. With him, she would never want for anything.

As for love? Affection would come with familiarity, he was sure. And if it did not? Well, theirs would be no worse than most Society marriages, based on mutual respect and lineage.

It was true that two of his younger brothers had recently fallen in love and settled into extremely happy marriages. Cade and Jack were deuced lucky, he judged. That or foolish, since in spite of his admiration for their choices of bride, he didn’t know if he cared for the idea of ever letting himself be so completely vulnerable to another person. Of opening his heart and mind to someone else and giving her that kind of power over him.

Then too was the unassailable fact that out of the literally hundreds of women he’d met over the years—and the more exclusive number with whom he’d chosen to be intimate—he’d never met a woman he couldn’t walk away from. A woman he couldn’t easily forget.

No, since his title required him to take a bride, he reasoned she might as well be Lady Claire. It’s what his father had wished. What her father still wished. And what duty demanded.

As for Claire herself, he didn’t think it was conceit that led him to believe she’d always liked him. Based on her clear affection for him as a child, as well as the rapt glances she’d given him the last time they’d met, she should be ready, even eager, for the long-awaited match.

Drawing his horses to a stop in front of the earl’s sprawling Tudor mansion, he realized he would very shortly find out.

 

“He’s here, he’s here!” Claire heard Nan exclaim, as her sister hurried into her bedchamber in a breathless rush. Ella followed at a far more demure pace, although her face shared Nan’s excitement.

“The duke’s in with Papa now,” Nan continued. “Mama says you’re to come down to the drawing room as soon as may be, so as not to keep him waiting.”

No, Claire mused wryly, as she returned to gazing out of her window. Heaven forbid we should keep His Grace waiting. After all, he is the only one permitted that particular luxury.

But she hadn’t needed Nan to inform her of his arrival. She’d been standing at the window when he’d alighted from his curricle. Her pulse had pounded at the sight of him, unable to help but notice, even from a distance, that he looked every inch as tall, dark and urbane as ever. The past five years had done nothing to lessen his devastating good looks. If anything, they appeared to have improved upon them. But she supposed she would have to verify that for herself once the two of them were standing in the same room together again.

She smoothed a hand over one of her best gowns—a long-sleeved, pale blue velveteen with navy ribbons at the high, empire waist and lace on the cuffs and collar. Then, taking a deep inhalation, she turned from the window. “Wish me luck.”


Both girls smiled and moved to give her a hug. “Luck!” they called.

But somehow, as she left her sisters behind and descended the staircase, she didn’t think the nature of their wishes was quite the same as her own.

Inside the drawing room fifteen minutes later, she was listening with only half an ear to her mother’s harmless chatter when the duke appeared in the doorway. Thankfully, she was already seated, otherwise, she feared her knees might have betrayed her. With her heart beating fast and her stomach quivering, she glanced up and met his intense midnight blue gaze.

As she had suspected earlier when she’d glimpsed him through her bedroom window, Edward Byron was still the handsomest man she’d ever met. His face appeared as though it had been sculpted by a master’s hand, with a smooth forehead, straight nose and elegant cheekbones that tapered down to a strong, square, almost rugged jawline and chin. His lips were nicely angled as well and utterly masculine—the lower one slightly fuller than the top, with a tilt that was devastating when he smiled.

His hair grew thick and dark as rich mahogany wood, while his brows lay like heavy slashes over his penetrating eyes—giving him an appearance that was either fierce or kind depending upon his mood. As for his physique, he was blessed with broad shoulders, a strong chest and long, well-muscled arms and legs.

Yet it was the way he held himself that gave him a distinguished air. It’s what came of being a duke, she supposed. Then again, perhaps it was Edward Byron himself, since she knew of no one else who carried himself with such natural grace and confident assurance. A leader by birth and ability, he commanded whatever room he entered. Without even trying, he commanded this one now.


How magnificent he is, she thought. What a shame that he holds no more genuine regard for me than he does a stranger. But then again, that’s what we are, is it not? Strangers.

Glancing away, she stood, using the momentary distraction to reassert control over her emotions and her expression as well.

Striding forward, the duke stopped and made her an elegant bow. “Lady Claire.”

She sank into an answering curtsey. “Your Grace.”

He and her mother exchanged pleasantries before Mama launched into several overly effusive remarks about the weather and the graciousness of his call; comments that very nearly bordered on the ridiculous under the circumstances. Finally, her mother ceased speaking and glanced between them with knowing eyes. Making an excuse about needing to talk to the housekeeper, she left the room.

Quiet descended with the closing of the door.

“How have you been?” the duke began after a long moment. “You look quite well. If I may say, you are much grown since last we met. Taller, I believe?”

“Yes, I would imagine by two or three inches. Girls have a way of continuing to grow past the age of sixteen, whether they might wish to do so or not.”

A gleam shone for a moment in his eyes. “You are nearly my sister’s height. You must make a comparison of the matter when you have an opportunity to meet her. I hope you and Lady Mallory will find each other pleasant company when that day arrives.”

“Thank you. I am sure your sister is a most amiable young lady.”

A gentle smile curved his mouth. “She is indeed.”

He paused, giving her time to take a seat. She did so, sliding into one of the Sheridan chairs rather than returning to her previous place on the sofa. Once she was settled, he followed her lead, lowering his tall frame into a matching chair with an ease that belied his size.

A width of four feet stretched between them. A far wider gulf existed in the atmosphere.

Again, he began first. “As I expect you are aware, I had the occasion to speak with your father only a few minutes ago.”

Her fingers tightened in her lap and she gazed at a vase on the mantel—empty this time of year, since there were no flowers in the garden to fill it.

“He has given his consent for us to proceed with the wedding as soon as we wish. I thought you ought to be the one to set the date and choose the location. Would you like to be married here in your home parish, or at Braebourne perhaps? There is a fine chapel on the estate that I imagine you would approve.”

She swallowed and said nothing, knowing he expected her answer.

“Or would you rather the ceremony take place in London? St. George’s is a most popular choice. My brother Cade had his nuptials there nearly two summers ago.”

Again he waited.

Her pulse thudded with a flood of nerves. Finally, she turned her gaze to his. “Actually, Your Grace,” she said, forcing herself to speak in a strong, clear voice, “I am afraid that none of them will suit.”

One black brow arched upward. “You have another place in mind?”

“No. You see, it’s just that I’d really rather not.”

“Rather not?” he repeated in clear confusion. “Rather not what?”

“Marry. I do not wish to be wed.”








Chapter 2



Edward rarely found himself at a loss for words, but as he stared across at Lady Claire Marsden, with her peaches and cream complexion and her soft golden hair, his mind went absolutely blank for several long seconds.

What had she just said? Something about not wishing to marry? Surely, he decided, I must not have heard her correctly.

“Your pardon, Lady Claire,” he ventured. “But would you repeat that please?”

Beneath his appraising gaze, she squared her delicate shoulders and lifted her small, attractively rounded chin, her translucent blue gaze very bright in her face. “I said that I do not wish to be m-married.”

So I did hear her right!

His eyebrows drew into a scowl. “Your father gave me to understand quite the opposite not half an hour ago. He informed me you had agreed to this union.”

Her honey-colored brows furrowed. “Papa has fixed opinions about a great many things and does not believe in the necessity of inquiring over other people’s wishes, particularly if they do not happen to coincide with his own.”

Edward took a long moment to consider her statement. “I see. I did not realize you had any objections, especially considering the lengthy duration of our betrothal.” He paused again, his eyes narrowing as a new thought occurred. “Is there someone else perhaps? A beau of whom your father does not approve?”

Her lips parted in obvious surprise. “No, Your Grace, there is no one else. We live a very quiet existence here at Marsden Manor. There is the occasional dinner or card party with our neighbors, but rarely do we go to the assemblies. Papa thinks it’s a waste of time and expense to attend. My year at the ladies academy in Bath was more than enough costly socializing. He said much the same about giving me a Season in London. An unnecessary expenditure for a girl whose future is already settled.”

So that was the reason she’d never come to London. Although he had to admit he hadn’t given it much consideration before. Until recently, he’d always thought of her as a child, too young for beaux and parties—or marriage. But she was one-and-twenty now and well past the age when most aristocratic young women had their presentation to Society. He ought to have questioned her situation sooner and wondered over her absence from Town.

“So your objection lies with me, then? You believe we would not suit?”

Her lovely eyes widened before she glanced away, the room growing so quiet of a sudden that he could hear wind tugging at one of the windowpanes.

“I believe, Your Grace,” she said, as her eyes lifted again to meet his own, “that we barely know one another. I have not the basis to judge whether or not we shall truly suit.”


Abruptly, he relaxed, not realizing until that moment how tense he’d been. “Well, that’s a situation which can be remedied easily enough. And we need not set a wedding date right away. Many couples wait several months before they exchange vows, and we may do the same. During the engagement, we’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other better.” He paused again, studying her expression. “Unless you have taken a dislike to me.”

Color washed into her cheeks and she glanced away once more. “I do not dislike you, Your Grace,” she murmured in a low tone. “It is simply that I do not wish to…m-marry, as I told you before.”

“You mean not marry at all?” His eyebrows shot up. “Now that would be a crime against humanity. Besides, a young woman in your position must marry, you have to know that.”

“I know nothing of the kind. Can you not simply go to Papa and tell him you have changed your mind? That you do not wish to honor our betrothal after all?”

“No, I am afraid I cannot,” he said in a serious tone. “I have considered this fully and a marriage between us makes excellent sense. I have my duty to uphold, as well as my lineage, and I believe you will make an admirable duchess. My father thought so and yours does as well.” He leaned forward and reached for her hand, noting that her fingers were cold and stiff.

“You will not find me a difficult husband, Claire. I promise to make no untoward demands upon you and you shall always be treated with the utmost respect. I will want an heir or two, I admit, but not until you are ready. You may have as much time as you require to feel at ease in my company.”

Which, he thought, is a great deal more than most young women are given. In the Ton, it was the rare couple who knew each other well before marriage, since unmarried men and women were permitted little opportunity to be alone together. They might meet a few times at a ball or party, share a walk or ride out in an open carriage, but their interactions were hardly the stuff of great intimacy. For many, that level of interaction came after the vows were said.

Then he recalled her missed Season and their utter lack of a normal courtship. Mayhap it would please her to have her presentation at court, to be a debutante, however briefly, even if the exercise was, in many regards, only for show.

“Why do I not speak with your father again and tell him that you must travel to London for the Season,” he said in a gentle tone. “That way, you may have your come-out, after all. Once the summer is over, we will be better acquainted and you may settle then on a wedding date.”

Slowly, she pulled her hand from his. “And that is your final decision? That we shall marry regardless of my wishes? Is honoring this betrothal so very important to you then?”

Is it? he considered, remembering again his mother’s urging to abandon the old promise and simply walk away. And yet he found he didn’t want to. He needed a suitable duchess, and the idea of starting the search afresh left him unbearably weary. He’d seen the crop of eligible ladies, and none of them stirred the least hint of interest within him. And as he’d already reasoned on his journey here, Lady Claire had been bred for the role and would make an excellent helpmeet.

She might believe she didn’t want this marriage, but he was confident he could change her mind. Perhaps he didn’t have the same wild reputation as his brothers, but he well knew how to woo a woman. He didn’t believe it a boast to say that all Byron men were skilled in the art of seduction—a gift that seemed to run in the blood.

As he studied Claire now, he forced himself to see her through a man’s eyes—not as the infant he’d once held, but as a woman fully grown. What he saw pleased him, more than he might have imagined.


Her height, as he’d already noted, was slightly above the average, but that was only to the good for a tall man like himself. Her bone structure was delicate, with small hands and wrists. He speculated that her ankles and feet shared similar proportions and wished of a sudden that he could tug up her skirts a few inches to find out. Her figure was slender and pleasingly formed as well, with curves in all the choicest locations.

As for her face, she was lovely, with an almost ethereal kind of beauty. Her oval features were very English, very refined, with luminous blue eyes, a pert nose and lips that were shaped like a bow.

When the time came, making love to her would be no burden, but rather a delight. He knew he would enjoy teaching her that there was pleasure to be found, even in the midst of doing one’s duty.

“You are correct,” he stated. “My mind is quite firm in this regard. I feel it incumbent upon us both to honor the wishes of our families, no matter the admittedly feudal nature of our alliance. But as I said, we have time. After all, we’ve been affianced for the past twenty-one years. What’s another several months, give or take a few?”

Her bow of a mouth lengthened into a tight line. “Well then, I suppose you leave me little choice. We shall proceed as you suggest, Your Grace.”

He smiled. “In a spirit of accord, I would ask that you call me Edward, at least when we are in private. I hope you will grant me leave to call you Claire?”

“If you wish, Your Grace…Edward.”

 

I cannot do this, Claire thought a few hours later, when she was once again alone in her bedchamber. I cannot marry the duke.

Yet circumstances were rapidly leading her down that path, and if she could not find a way to prevent the nuptials, she would find herself standing with him at the altar taking vows.

Wrapping her shawl more tightly around her shoulders, she paced across the room. At least he hadn’t accepted her mother’s invitation to remain for dinner, sparing Claire the necessity of acting the happy fiancée in front of everyone. Instead, he’d closeted himself with her father for another brief exchange, then taken his leave, promising to call upon her again soon.

Now here she was, wondering what was to be done.

She paced a few more steps across the hand-loomed, brown woolen carpet, then sank with a tremulous sigh onto her bed. Resting her elbows on her knees, she covered her face with her palms.

The duke’s countenance rose instantly before her mind’s eye, every crisp feature and well-defined plane, replaced afresh over the earlier memory of him that she’d carried within herself these past five years.

Edward.

The man she was supposed to marry.

The man she loved and wished to God she did not.

For therein lay the problem. Edward Byron might want her for his wife, but he didn’t want her—Claire Marsden. He didn’t love her, and deep in her soul she knew he never would.

The remembered scent of honeysuckle teased her senses for the flicker of an instant, just as it always did when her thoughts turned back to that warm August night so many years ago…

Claire floated down the hallway that led to the gardens planted along the east side of the house. Or at least it seemed as though she were floating, since today was one of the most glorious days of her life.


And why should it not be? she mused, when she was sixteen years old and in love with the most wonderful man in all of England. Likely all of Europe too. For that matter, the whole wide world!

She giggled to herself at the notion, feeling half drunk even though she’d been allowed to sip only a single glass of wine at dinner, and watered wine at that.

Edward Byron was a dream and not just because he happened to be an incredibly handsome, immensely wealthy duke. Rather it was because of who he was as a person. Strong, thoughtful and intelligent, he possessed an intensity that made one feel uniquely special. When he set her in his sights, it was as though she’d been singled out to bask in a radiant beam of sunshine.

Or perhaps the munificence of a god.

Not that he was a god; she wasn’t so foolish as to believe that. He was simply a man with the same faults and foibles as everyone else—although to date she had yet to glimpse a single flaw. Regardless, she was sure he must have some imperfection hidden away somewhere. Whatever the case, he was an amazing man with a charm and magnetism that had the power to send shivers racing over her skin even now. Her mouth grew dry at the thought, her step slowing as she paused to press a fist against her frantically beating heart.

Two days ago, when he’d first arrived at the house for her parents’ weekend country party, she’d been a little afraid to meet him. After all, she hadn’t seen him since she was a child, and even then he’d been an adult, being nearly a dozen years her senior. What if he thought her awkward? What if he decided she was plain? Or worse, a bore?

But the instant they’d met again, she’d been enchanted, his every word and gesture setting her completely at her ease. By that first evening, she’d been well and truly smitten. And continually amazed that the man to whom she’d been betrothed from infancy could turn out to be such a perfect match for her.

Of course he made no romantic overtures toward her, seeing that she was far too young yet for such declarations—at least not in front of her parents. But in two more years she would be a grown woman. In two more years she would be ready to take her place as his wife. Their fathers had agreed to the union, and so long as the duke still wished it, she was to be his bride! She could hardly wait, could scarcely catch her breath for the excitement and anticipation of being his to have and to hold forever.

Which was why she’d decided to follow him to the garden. Outside, where there would be an opportunity for them to be alone. Where the balmy darkness might tempt him to see her as a desirable young woman and maybe, if she was very lucky, coax him to steal a kiss.

A fresh rush of longing filled her, goose bumps rising on her bare forearms as she opened the door into the garden and padded through on slippered feet. Following the path most gentlemen took when they wanted to indulge in a cheroot, she hurried into the darkness. Her step slowed when she heard voices.

Immediately, she recognized the low, silvery tones of the duke, identifying the rumbling cadence of his words rather than their exact meaning. Then another person answered, a second voice that was higher and lighter—and distinctly female.

Claire drew to a halt, her movements soundless on the crushed shell path. She waited, hesitant about whether to withdraw. Then she heard her name.

“Pray do not tell me the rumors are true about you and that Marsden chit,” the woman said. “Why, the girl isn’t even out of the schoolroom. When Paula Syberton told me there is some understanding between you and that child, I was sure she must be having me on. Tell me I’m right so that I may give her a sound thrashing with my handkerchief when next we meet.”

Very softly Clybourne cleared his throat. “As it happens, Lady Syberton is correct, at least in so far as the existence of an understanding. It is of very long standing, however, and not of my design. Nothing between the young lady and myself is settled. She is, as you said, scarcely out of leading strings.”

Leading strings! Claire thought, her fingers curling into fists at her sides. He makes me sound the veriest child when I am nearly a woman full-grown!

“So she is,” his companion agreed. “Still, some men like their females young and innocent. Have you no desire to take a bride?”

“A bride, yes, when the time comes, since the continuation of my line demands no less. But an infant? I think not,” he retorted with an obvious shudder in his voice. “Don’t mistake the matter, she’s a nice enough little girl and pretty in her way, but I’ve no interest in taking her to wife.”

“Then if you are not here to renew this old alliance of yours, why did you come for the weekend?”

“Edgewater and I have business, estate matters concerning rights usage of some adjoining lands. I thought it would be simpler to meet in person and resolve the situation amicably rather than get the lawyers involved.” He sighed. “Besides, he’s been sending invitations my way for ages. I thought it was time I finally accepted one and have done.”

Claire hugged her arms around herself, suddenly cold in spite of the balmy evening air.

“Of course, the earl and countess have been pushing Lady Claire in my direction from the moment of my arrival. I’ve tried to be pleasant to her for her parents’ sake, but I’m a grown man. What interest do I have in a sixteen-year-old girl?”

“What indeed?” agreed his companion in a sultry tone. Claire now recognized the voice as belonging to Lady Bettis. Beautiful, raven-haired, Society darling Lady Bettis, who was well-known for the interesting, influential lovers she took. So well-known that even she—sheltered, naïve Claire Marsden—had heard whispers of the woman’s exploits.

“You’re right that you’d be bored with a girl like her. Only a woman will do for you, darling. An inventive, experienced woman who can satisfy all your needs,” Lady Bettis continued.

The duke chuckled softly. “Do I take it you’re applying for the position?”

Felicia Bettis’s laughter rang through the air like bells. “Oh, I know all sorts of positions. Care to try a few?”

Quiet descended. For a moment, Claire wondered what they were doing.

Oh stars, are they kissing?

She swallowed against the rush of bile that scalded the lining of her throat. She knew she should turn and hurry back to the house, but her legs refused to work, as immobile as one of the shrubs that were concealing her from view.

“So, you won’t be marrying her then, not even in the future?” Lady Bettis murmured.

“Why do you care, Felicia, whom I may marry? Particularly since you already have a husband.”

“Curiosity. No more. No less.” She paused. “Oh, don’t be disagreeable. Go on. Do tell.”

“There’s not much to tell, since I am far from certain of the answer. The only thing I know for sure is that I’m in no hurry to give up my bachelor status. But if I ever do decide to follow through on this betrothal to the Marsden girl, it will be for duty’s sake alone. She has the bloodlines to make a proper bride, and luckily love isn’t a requirement for the begetting of sons.”

And that’s when Claire turned and ran, when she could stand to hear no more over the sound of her own shattering heart.

She’d hated him for a long while after, determined to drive him from her mind and emotions. And as time passed, she’d nearly succeeded—hours elapsing during which she scarcely thought of him, then days, weeks and eventually months.

When she turned eighteen and her father decided not to give her a London Season, she’d made no complaint, inwardly relieved that she wouldn’t have cause to encounter the duke. And when another year, then two, and three passed without any contact from Clybourne about the betrothal, she’d convinced herself that he’d rejected the idea of a marriage between them for good.

Then two weeks ago she’d received his letter.

And his visit.

The instant she’d watched him stride into her parents’ drawing room and heard the rich, rounded tones of his mellifluous voice, she’d known that time had made no difference at all. A part of her might resent him, even hate him, but love lingered as well; the spark was buried deep but still burned improbably strong. All it would take was the faintest whisper to fan the flames back to life.

And that she could not allow.

A silly, girlish crush had nearly broken her. What would be left of her if she married him and fell truly and irrevocably in love? How would she survive knowing he cared nothing for her? That she was simply a duty and a convenience. A wellborn broodmare capable of giving him heirs and serving as his hostess and the chatelaine of his homes.


He might provide her with an easy, pampered existence. He might even be kind to her in his own way. But no amount of material pleasure could replace the one thing she needed the most. The one thing she was certain he would never share.

His love.

Some might argue that she should fight for his attention, his affection. And perhaps she might win. But what if she did not? What if she gave everything, only to lose? She knew enough to realize that the defeat would destroy her. That she would die inside one slow, small piece at a time, until all that remained was a ghost of someone who used to be Claire Marsden.

I cannot take that chance, she thought now, as she lifted her head and gave a sigh. Not when he speaks of alliances and obligations. Not when he gazes at me with appraisal in his eyes, but no affection.

No love.

Before she gave herself further opportunity to consider, she sprang to her feet and crossed the room. Marching out into the hall, she took the stairs at the quick clip. Her footsteps slowed, however, when she reached the door to her father’s study.

Briefly, she hesitated. Then, straightening her shoulders as though preparing for battle, she raised a hand and knocked.

“Come.”

At her father’s softly worded command, she entered the room, careful to close the door behind her. She found him seated in an armchair near the fire, reading a newspaper by the light of a single candle. The meager illumination provided scant defense against the night-shrouded interior, leaving the room draped in thick shadows.

As she moved forward, the earl peered at her over the tops of his silver-framed spectacles. “Claire, what are you doing back downstairs?” he asked. “I thought you’d retired for the evening.”

“I…um…I was going to, but I found that I could not sleep.” Walking farther into the room, she sank into a nearby chair.

“Too excited, eh?” Her father gave her a wide grin. “And so you should be, now that the engagement is official. Just think, by this time next year, you’ll be the Duchess of Clybourne and one of the most esteemed ladies in the land.”

“Hmm, yes. That’s what I…um…wanted to discuss. You see—”

“No need to be nervous, the duke will attend to all the particulars. Only look at how extraordinarily generous he has been already. When he mentioned giving you a Season in London, I assured him such an extravagance was entirely unnecessary.”

Well used to Papa’s parsimony, she gave no outward reaction to that bit of news.

“But Clybourne insisted,” the earl continued as he ran a palm over his thinning blond hair, now liberally laced with white. “He insisted as well on bearing the cost of the whole venture! Said he wouldn’t hear otherwise and that he must be given the pleasure of indulging you in this way.”

In other words, Claire instantly surmised, Papa had balked at paying and the duke had found himself compelled to accept the expense in order to make good on his promise to her—a magnanimous offer on his part, she had to agree. But she wasn’t here to think kind thoughts about the duke, but rather to see to her own well-being.

“That is generous indeed—” she said.

“More than generous,” her father interrupted. “He’s invited your mother as well, did I tell you that? Said you’re both to live at Clybourne House in Grosvenor Square for the duration of the fashionable season. Told me he wanted to give you every opportunity to get to know him and his family better before the wedding.”

He sent her an approving nod. “I understand the dowager duchess has her own suite of rooms there, and if I heard right, one of the duke’s sisters will be in residence along with a pair of his brothers. Don’t worry, though, that you’ll be crowded for room, since the duke’s town house is as big as a palace.”

Papa chortled at the notion.

Claire didn’t smile. She hadn’t imagined the duke would expect her to live with him in his house, even with her mother and his own there to serve as chaperones. But why was she worrying over such matters when there were far more important issues at hand?

“Yes, I am sure the town house is lovely,” she murmured, threading her fingers together in her lap as she rallied the nerve to state her case.

But to her frustration, her father interrupted again. “If you think Clybourne House in London is impressive, just wait until you see Braebourne, the duke’s principal estate. Now there’s a house and grounds that will turn your eyes round with awe. Majestic, it is, and no mistake. Most beautiful home in England to my way of thinking, and as luxurious as any kept by the royals themselves.”

He waggled a finger. “Of course such extravagance isn’t strictly necessary in order to maintain a well-run establishment, but as its mistress, you’ll be able to exercise a measure of prudence here and there. Only consider that Braebourne shall soon be your home. You, my girl, are an immensely lucky young woman.”

I don’t feel lucky, she thought, as a lump of panic swelled inside her chest. I feel trapped.

“I can’t do it, Papa,” she said in a rush. “I cannot marry the duke.”


Her father stared, his blue eyes boring into her for a long moment. Then he tossed back his head and laughed. “Very funny, child. For a second I thought you were serious.”

She leaned forward in her chair. “But I am serious. Completely serious. Please know that I am fully sensible of the great honor of His Grace’s proposal and what it would mean to be his duchess, but after much consideration, I realize that I cannot marry him. I fear that…we will not suit and I do not wish to be his wife.”

The earl stared again, only this time his pale brows scrunched together—hard. “What!”

She flinched, cringing at the anger in his voice. “I—I know you want this marriage to proceed and that the union is one of long standing—”

“It certainly is of long standing, its duration nearly the same number of years as you have been drawing breath on this planet. What maggoty nonsense are you on about? Not marry Clybourne! Of course you’ll marry him. You agreed to do so only a few hours ago.”

“Yes, but I have since had time to change my mind. Please, Papa, I do not want to wed him. I just want to stay here with you and Mama and go on as we have been. I promise I won’t be a burden and shall ask for nothing. You won’t have to buy a single new dress for me all of this year or next if you wish. I won’t ask for books or bonnets or extravagances of any kind. Just say I may write and refuse him. Please tell me I don’t have to be his bride, after all.”

“And then what? You’re nearly two-and-twenty years of age, a circumstance I haven’t found troubling given that you were promised to Clybourne. But if you don’t marry him, you’ll soon be a spinster and there’ll be no one who’ll have you.”

Her eyelashes swept downward. “I am willing to accept that risk.”


“Well, I am not,” he told her in an implacable voice. “Neither is there the need to do so, since you have a perfectly good offer of marriage. An excellent offer of marriage from an honorable nobleman of unassailable character, who will always provide for your well-being and happiness.”

My well-being, yes, she thought. But my happiness…Why can Papa not see that is exactly what I am trying to protect?

He drew an audible breath in a clear effort to regain control of his temper. “Cold feet, that’s all this is. A few days from now, you’ll be thanking me for refusing to let you withdraw. Go to bed and get some sleep. You’ll soon enough change your mind.”

She met his gaze, her jaw set with determination. “But I will not. Nothing shall sway me from my decision.”

Her father fixed her with an assessing look. “And nothing shall sway me from mine. Hear me and heed my words, Claire. You will marry Edward Byron. This union is what I want, what your mother wants and what the duke wants. So unless Clybourne decides to act like a bounder and jilt you, the engagement between the two of you stands. Do I make myself clear?”

Claire glanced away again, fearing she might shame herself otherwise. “Yes, Papa. Perfectly clear,” she said, swallowing back tears.

The earl huffed out a breath. “Well then, let us say good night so you may seek your rest. If you see your mother, please inform her I shall be up directly, as soon as I finish reading my paper.”

She nodded, no longer trusting herself to speak. After a perfunctory curtsey, she let herself from the room.

To her profound relief, she managed to reach her bedchamber without encountering anyone. Trembling, she
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