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         Madame Rochambeaux’s Gentle School for Girls was, as the name might suggest, not rigorous. Pupils received two hours of lessons
            per day, followed by dance, music, or drawing, depending on the day of the week. The girls did not receive instruction in
            the classical languages, as their brothers routinely did at Eton and Harrow, but they were required to know the names of the
            major Greek and Latin writers so that, as Madame Rochambeaux frequently pointed out, they should not look silly at a dinner
            party if the topic arose.
         

         
         That was the crux of the curriculum, really. Things that will make you not look silly at a dinner party. Miss Beatrice Heywood, who had been boarding at Madame Rochambeaux’s since the age of eight, had once suggested it as the
            school’s motto.
         

         
         This was not met with glad reception.

         
         Bea had never much minded the lack of Latin and Greek, but she really wished that Madame Rochambeaux would see fit to hire
            a tutor for the sciences, stargazing in particular. When she was home, or rather her aunts’ home—she didn’t have one herself—she
            loved to lie on her back in the garden at night and stare at the skies. All of her pin money had gone toward the purchase
            of a book of astronomy, and she was trying to teach herself, but she was certain she’d have a much easier time of it with
            someone who actually knew what they were doing.
         

         
         Not to mention a telescope.

         
         Miss Cordelia Padley had been at Madame Rochambeaux’s almost as long as Bea, having arrived at the age of nine. She was not
            an orphan, although with her father halfway across the world in India, she might well have been. Unlike Bea, Cordelia was
            a great heiress and arrived at school in possession of twelve day dresses and four pairs of shoes, which was precisely four
            times as many dresses as Bea, and twice the shoes. Luckily for them both (since they were to share a room for a full nine
            years) Cordelia’s heart was as kind as her wallet was fat.
         

         
         Two years later another bed was fitted into the dormer room, and much to the surprise of everyone, the Lady Elinor Daventry
            moved in. Madame Rochambeaux’s was a respectable school, reasonably well regarded, but it had never boasted an actual lady among its ranks before. Lady Elinor was the only daughter of an earl, and no one—not even Ellie—understood why she’d been
            sent to Madame Rochambeaux’s school when all of her Daventry cousins had been educated in Berkshire, at the exclusive Badminton
            School for Proper Ladies. Prior to her days at Madame Rochambeaux’s, Ellie had had the services of a governess—an elegant
            and enigmatic French émigré, with blood rumored to be as blue as that of the Daventrys. (No one knew for sure, and Mademoiselle
            de la Clair did nothing to diffuse the air of mystery that wafted about her like a fine perfume.)
         

         
         If the fair mademoiselle was not precisely up to snuff as a teacher of English history and literature, she more than made
            up for it with her delicious Parisian accent, and by the time she was six, Ellie spoke like a native. Which was why it surprised
            no one that, when she learned that Madame Rochambeaux had been born in Limoges, she eagerly greeted her new headmistress with
            a lilting torrent of French.
         

         
         Madame Rochambeaux replied in the same language, but only just.

         
         Perplexed, Ellie tried again. Perhaps the older woman was hard of hearing; she did look rather ancient. At least forty.

         
         But Madame Rochambeaux just grunted out her answer—a rather badly pronounced je ne sais quoi—and then announced she was needed elsewhere.
         

         
         Limoges was never mentioned again.

         
         “What on earth have we been learning?” Cordelia wondered, back in their room after Ellie’s first day of lessons.

         
         “I don’t know,” Bea muttered, “but I don’t think it’s been French.”

         
         “Combien de temps avez-vous étudié le français?” Ellie asked.
         

         
         “I know what that means,” Bea announced, pleased and relieved that she understood a question as simple as How long have you studied French? Unfortunately her reply—“Depuis que je suis un éléphant” was not quite the answer she’d been going for.
         

         
         Eventually the group of friends managed to piece together the secrets of Madame Rochambeaux’s past. Sadly, there was nothing
            scandalous to be found, just a letter from her sister advising that she take on a French name to sound more genteel.
         

         
         Miss Anne Brabourne, who had arrived two years after Ellie, was the one to discover the truth.

         
         “I don’t see why she changed her name,” Anne said as they sat on their beds after supper. “Who wants to sound French these
            days?”
         

         
         “Everyone,” Cordelia said, laughing. “The war’s been over for ages.”

         
         The moment the words were out of her mouth, she bit her lip and gave Ellie a quick glance, as did the others, while Ellie
            pretended a sudden great interest in the buckle on her shoe. None of the girls fully understood the rumors that swirled around
            Ellie’s family, just that they involved her father and some things he may have done during the war.
         

         
         “Sorry, Ellie,” Cordelia said after a moment.

         
         Her friend looked up and managed a smile. “It’s all right, Cordelia. I can’t expect the world to stop talking about the war
            just because of malicious and untrue gossip.”
         

         
         “Still,” Bea said, wisely veering the topic away from Ellie’s father, “the fact remains that Madame Rochambeaux is, in actual
            fact, Miss Puddleford of East Grinstead, Sussex.”
         

         
         They all paused to absorb this. Or rather, reabsorb. They’d found the letter two days earlier. It was a testament to the monotony
            of boarding school life that they were still talking about it.
         

         
         “That fact may remain,” Anne put in, “but what are we going to do with that fact?”

         
         “I like Madame Rochambeaux,” Cordelia said.

         
         “So do I,” Ellie said. “Her French is dreadful, but other than that, she’s been quite lovely.”

         
         Anne shrugged. “I suppose if my name were Puddleford, I should want to be a Rochambeaux, too.”

         
         They all looked at Bea, who nodded. “She’s been very kind to me over the years,” she said.

         
         “How odd that we’ve expended so much energy in search of the truth, and now we’re just going to leave it be,” Ellie said.

         
         “The pursuit of knowledge, and all that,” Anne quipped. She flopped back on her bed. “Ow.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Something poked me.”

         
         Bea leaned over. “It’s probably the sharp end of a feather.”

         
         Anne grumbled under her breath as she used her bottom to refluff the mattress.

         
         “You look ridiculous,” Ellie said.

         
         “It feels like a bloody quill. I’m trying to get it back into the mattress.”

         
         “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Bea said. “Let me help you.”

         
         Together they removed the sheets from the mattress and felt along until they found the offending feather.

         
         “Can you grasp it?” Anne asked. “I just trimmed my nails, and I can’t pinch anything.”

         
         “I can try.” Bea frowned in concentration. The shaft was just barely poking through the mattress fabric. “I think it might
            be easier to push it back in.”
         

         
         “So that it might rise up again and stab her in the night,” Ellie chortled.

         
         Anne shot her a mildly disgruntled look, turning back when Bea murmured, “That’s odd.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “There’s something in your mattress. I think it’s a”—she palpated the object through the fabric—“a coin.”

         
         “A coin?” That was enough to get all the girls off their beds.

         
         “In Anne’s mattress?” Cordelia said. “How odd.”

         
         “Heaven only knows how old this mattress is,” Anne said. “It could be a Spanish doubloon.”

         
         Ellie arched her neck for a better look, not that there was anything to see. “That could keep you in tea for the rest of your
            life.”
         

         
         “How are we going to get it out?” Cordelia asked.

         
         Anne frowned. “I think we’ll have to cut it.”

         
         Cordelia looked at her in shock. “Cut the mattress?”

         
         “There’s no other way. It shouldn’t be difficult to sew it back up when we’re done.”

         
         Indeed it wouldn’t. All four girls were handy with a needle. That, at least, had been on Madame Rochambeaux’s curriculum.

         
         And so an expeditionary party was dispatched to the kitchen for a knife, and ten minutes later, Anne was holding in her hand
            not a Spanish doubloon but a rather ordinary sixpence. “It will keep me in tea for a week, at least,” she said.
         

         
         “More than that, I should think,” Bea said, taking the coin from her. “It looks very old.” She brought it near her lantern
            and squinted her eyes. “That’s Queen Anne on it. This is more than a hundred years old.”
         

         
         “I hope that doesn’t mean my mattress is more than a hundred years old,” Anne said with a queasy frown.

         
         “Oh, here’s the date,” Bea continued. “Seventeen-eleven. Do you suppose it’s worth more than a sixpence? Perhaps to someone
            who collects coins?”
         

         
         “I doubt it,” Cordelia said, coming over to look at it. “But Anne can save it for her wedding.”

         
         Anne looked up. “What?”

         
         “Surely you know the rhyme. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue—”

         
         “—and a sixpence in her shoe,” Ellie and Bea chimed in, joining Cordelia in the recitation.

         
         “You wear the sixpence in your shoe during the ceremony,” Ellie said. “It’s supposed to bless the marriage with wealth.”

         
         “My mother did it,” Cordelia murmured.

         
         The group paused to take stock of that. Cordelia’s parents had not been wealthy at the time of their marriage; it had been
            an unexpected inheritance three years later that had provided the family with their riches.
         

         
         “I wonder what would happen if you put the sixpence in your shoe before you got married,” Cordelia said.

         
         “You’d get a blister,” Bea said smartly.

         
         Cordelia rolled her eyes in return. “Maybe it would help you find your husband.”
         

         
         “A lucky engagement sixpence?” Ellie asked with a smile.

         
         “If that’s the case,” Anne announced, scooping the coin back from Bea, “then I’m holding on to it. You all know I need to
            marry before I turn twenty-five.”
         

         
         “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Cordelia said. “You’ve ages. You’re barely fourteen.”
         

         
         “It’s highly unlikely you would still be unmarried by the time you turn twenty-five,” Ellie said reasonably. “If your uncle
            had decreed eighteen, or even twenty-one, that would be a different story.”
         

         
         “Yes, but he must approve the match. And he’s so dreadfully dull. I cannot even imagine what sort of man he’ll force upon
            me.”
         

         
         “Surely he wouldn’t force you . . .” Bea murmured.

         
         “I won’t be tied up and trussed at the altar, if that’s what you mean,” Anne said. “But it will feel like it.”

         
          “One of us should take it first,” Cordelia protested. “We’re older.”

         
         It was true; Anne was the baby of the bunch, nearly a year younger than Ellie and two years behind her other roommates. As
            such she’d had to learn to speak up for herself, and she did not pause before looking Cordelia straight in the eye and saying,
            “Finders keepers, I’m afraid. I need it more.”
         

         
         “All right,” Cordelia capitulated, because she knew it was true. “But if it works, you must promise to give it to one of us
            after you’re married.”
         

         
         “We’ll use it in turns,” Ellie added.

         
         “You’re all mad,” Bea said.

         
         “You’ll think differently when we’re all married and you’re still living with your aunts,” Ellie warned.

         
         “Fine. If you all marry before me, I will put that silly coin in my shoe and leave it there until I find my true love.”

         
         “Deal?” Cordelia asked with a grin.

         
         Ellie placed her hand atop Cordelia’s. “Deal.”

         
         Anne shrugged and joined in. “Deal.”

         
         They all looked at Bea.

         
         “Oh, very well,” she said. “I suppose I must, since I’m the one who suggested it.” She put her hand atop Anne’s, and then
            for good measure, slid her other hand below Cordelia’s.
         

         
         “Deal.”
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            Grosvenor Square, London

            Almost ten years later . . .

         

         Miss Anne Brabourne’s dedicated quest to find the ideal husband was proving difficult. Standing at the edge of the Marchioness
            of Lipscombe’s ballroom, she took a small sip of ratafia and watched the dancers before her, the ladies’ gowns brilliant swirls
            of color in contrast to the men’s somber evening attire as the couples executed a waltz. Nearly five years after her debut,
            Anne wondered if “difficult” was indeed the right word. She feared “impossible” would soon apply to her situation.
         

         
         She deposited her cup on the tray of a passing footman and moved toward the far end of the room where her chaperone, Lady
            Marguerite Stanley, held court. Smiling at acquaintances as she passed, Anne directed her steps toward her chaperone, slowing
            as she drew near. Marguerite was engaged in lively conversation with a handful of her dearest friends. Reassured the older
            woman was well occupied, Anne swept her gaze over the crowd.
         

         
         Along the far wall, pocket doors were pushed wide to extend the space and invite guests to circulate. With swift movements,
            Anne exited the ballroom for the much less crowded hallway beyond the doors and moved purposefully toward the residence’s
            more private rooms.
         

         
         The sounds of laughter, conversation, and strains of music grew less intrusive, fading to a murmur as she moved deeper into
            the house.
         

         
         A door stood partially ajar, the warm light within beckoning her, and she paused to peer inside. Searching for occupants,
            Anne eyed the library and found the chairs arrayed before the imposing desk at one end empty. Directly across from her, a
            fire burned in the hearth beneath a graceful Adams mantel. Braces of candles glowed atop tables to her left and right but
            she saw no one. Satisfied she was alone, Anne stepped inside, closing the door behind her.
         

         
         Blessed silence engulfed her. She exhaled with relief, the tension in her neck easing as she relaxed.

         
         “Woof.”

         
         Startled, Anne’s gaze searched the room for the source of the sound. A large dog was stretched out on the wide hearth rug,
            nearly blending into the rich, dark hues of his makeshift bed. Ears up, eyes alert, he watched her with tail-wagging interest
            but no alarm.
         

         
         “Hello there,” Anne said in welcome to the large mastiff. “You surprised me.”

         
         The big dog’s tail moved faster, thumping against the thick rug in welcome.

         
         Anne laughed softly and crossed the room. Ignoring the leather armchair, she sank down on its matching footstool.

         
         “I’m pleased to meet you, too,” she said softly.

         
         She unbuttoned and stripped off one long glove before holding out her hand.

         
         The mastiff sniffed her fingers, his breath warm against her palm. When he gave her a brief, approving sweep of his tongue,
            she chuckled again, charmed by his welcome.
         

         
         “Are you all alone?”

         
         He butted his head against her hand and she obliged his silent request. Smoothing her fingers over his head, she scratched
            him gently behind his ears.
         

         
         “I will see to your ears as long as you promise to not scold me for taking a respite from my mission. Agreed?”

         
         The dog woofed again, tilting his head to the side in a questioning manner.

         
         “Ah yes, I forgot. You are not familiar with said mission.” She bent closer and rubbed his silky hair. “In short, I must find
            a husband. And not just any husband,” Anne added, smiling as the dog sighed with pleasure. “He must leave me be to do as I
            please—an impossible attribute in a man, if the last five years have taught me anything. Oh, and I must find him before I
            turn twenty-one—which is in less than six weeks.”
         

         
         Anne absentmindedly folded her hands in her lap and the dog huffed, nosing at her entwined fingers. “You might wonder why
            I bother at all,” she continued, the oddness of discussing her private affairs with a mastiff beginning to wane. “Well, I’ve
            no choice. My well-meaning but misguided uncle insists I marry by my twenty-first birthday or I shall be packed off to the
            country, never to be heard from again.”
         

         
         The dog shifted and dropped his large head in her lap, eyeing her judgingly.

         
         “You’re right, I am being overly dramatic,” Anne admitted. “Thank you. I needed reminding.”

         
         A log broke in the fireplace, the crack and flare of light startling her. The dog, however, paid the sound no heed and nudged
            her once again.
         

         
         “You’re quite single-minded, aren’t you?” She resumed the slow stroke of her fingers, and the massive animal huffed with contentment.
            “But easily pleased. If only my uncle would accept a dog as a suitable companion for his only heir. You would be the perfect
            suitor.”
         

         
         A muffled laugh broke the quiet.

         
         Anne glanced quickly at the entry. The heavy oak paneled door remained closed, just as she’d left it.

         
         Under her hand, the dog didn’t stir or show any signs of concern. Nonetheless, she gazed once more down the length of the
            room. She caught a shift of movement at the edge of one of the wingback chairs that faced away from her. As she watched with
            dismay, a man rose and turned to stroll toward her.
         

         
         Tall and lean, he moved with easy, prowling strides. Light from the candles and fire burnished coal black hair above a handsome
            face graced with strong cheekbones and a determined jawline. Ice blue eyes, set in a frame of thick black lashes, gleamed
            with amusement as he watched her.
         

         
         Anne swallowed hard as he approached. She supposed some women would find him an excellent example of the male form. She swallowed
            a second time. Who was she attempting to fool? She found him the most excellent example of the male form she’d ever clapped
            eyes on, and he’d only been in her line of sight for mere seconds.
         

         
         Anne abruptly realized she was staring. She also realized that she knew the man’s name.

         
          

         Rhys Alexander Hamilton, Duke of Dorset, studied the young woman as she quickly stood. She was unusually pretty, with gold
            curls caught up in a topknot, moss green eyes, and a lush mouth. The pale pink gown draping her body was backlit by the fire
            and semitranslucent, revealing a curvaceous, compact form. A delicate gold chain encircled her throat, the lower links concealed
            beneath the neckline of her gown. Rhys wondered what hung from the end of the chain—and instantly envied its position.
         

         
         He knew the exact moment she recognized him because her eyes widened fractionally. Much to his surprise, she immediately frowned,
            her mouth firming.
         

         
         A beautiful mouth, to be sure. But still, one currently conveying displeasure.

         
         He was a duke. Young ladies didn’t frown at the sight of him. They gushed. They simpered. They often tittered nervously and
            gave him coy glances while fluttering their eyelashes—all behavior he’d come to find annoying of late. Until now.
         

         
         Intrigued, he halted several steps from her and bowed.

         
         “My apologies for intruding on your solitude,” he said smoothly.

         
         “It would seem it is I who have intruded on your peace, Your Grace,” she replied. “Had I known you were here, I would not
            have entered.”
         

         
         “Ah, but then I would have missed hearing your charming conversation with Jack,” he replied, unable to restrain a grin. “And
            your look of—what, exactly? Disappointment? Displeasure?”
         

         
         “None of the above—not exactly, that is.” A blush colored her cheeks, her fingers toying with the delicate links of the chain
            at her throat.
         

         
         “I apologize for not revealing myself sooner,” Rhys offered, regret that he’d embarrassed her assailing him. “I should not
            have listened without your knowledge.”
         

         
         She waved dismissively. “I should have known better than to entrust such secrets to a mastiff.” The heat faded from her face,
            the delicate skin once again clear and pale. “Everyone knows it’s a hound you need for personal matters.”
         

         
         Rhys smiled, warmed by the unexpected humor—and something else. Something entirely authentic. He stared at her for a moment
            too long, realizing belatedly it was his turn to reply. “Let us start again, then—properly, this time. We have not been introduced,”
            he said with feigned dismay. “I am—”
         

         
         “I know who you are, Your Grace,” she interrupted, holding up a hand to stop him from reciting his pedigree.

         
         “Ah, then you have the better of me,” he replied, finding his easy cadence once again. “For I have not had the pleasure of
            your acquaintance, Lady . . . ?”
         

         
         “Not Lady,” she corrected him. “Miss. Miss Anne Brabourne.”

         
         “A pleasure, Miss Brabourne.” He bowed.

         
         She sketched a curtsy and inclined her head with a graceful gesture that was perfectly polite. At the same time, she managed
            to imbue the acknowledgment with all the imperiousness of a queen greeting a subject.
         

         
         Delighted by the act despite his earlier irritation, he smiled. “I hesitate to point out, Miss Brabourne, but you risk what
            I am certain must be a pristine reputation by sharing this admittedly large but very private space with me. I cannot be trusted
            to behave.”
         

         
         She eyed him dubiously. “Hardly, Your Grace.”

         
         His eyebrows lifted in surprise. She was something, all right. Something that fired Rhys’s blood in a way he’d not felt for
            some time. Did she really believe herself able to resist his advances? Was he losing his touch? All but three minutes in her
            presence and his body begged for the opportunity to find out. “And why not, pray tell?”
         

         
         “Because you are . . . well, you.” She waved her hand dismissively. “And I am me.”

         
         “Would you care to explain that rather cryptic comment?”

         
         “You”—she gestured, a pointed wave of her hand at him—“are Rhys Alexander Hamilton, a duke, and a gentleman notorious for
            avoiding matchmaking mamas and their hopeful daughters. It’s universally accepted that you have no wish to marry any time
            soon. I, on the other hand, am engaged in the expected occupation of a lady and industriously searching for a husband. That
            alone makes me a female you would wish to avoid at all costs.”
         

         
         She paused, eyeing Rhys as though she worried he could not keep up. “I am also the niece and sole heir to Lord William Armbruster—General
            Armbruster. While you are rumored to be a rake of the first order, you are not known to be heartless. You could have no logical
            reason to practice your wiles on me. You’ll keep to your widows and unhappily married women. To dally with an unwed young
            woman would lead to a scandal and disgrace for your family and ducal name.”
         

         
         “You seem to know much of me,” Rhys replied, taking a step toward her. She was honest—brutally so. Scandalously so, even.
            And she was right. He valued his time and independence far too much to take on a wife. Oh, he would acquiesce at some point,
            of course. There was no other choice for a man in his position. But he’d be damned if he didn’t live life to the fullest before
            being taken down by matrimony—at a ripe old age, if he could manage.
         

         
         Rhys resisted the urge to close the distance completely and trace the length of her necklace to where it ended. “And I know
            so little of you.”
         

         
         “My uncle is determined I shall marry a man who is a pillar of society. A man with an impeccable reputation,” she explained
            almost apologetically. “It is my business to know of you and your ilk, as well as the respectable eligible bachelors. How
            else am I to arrive at a suitable match? I have a list and you most certainly are not on it.”
         

         
         “Your enthusiasm for the undertaking threatens to overwhelm me,” he commented dryly, trying desperately not to feel slighted
            by her statement. It was true enough, after all. He cared deeply for his family and would no more harm their good name than
            he would Miss Brabourne’s. Still, did she have to make him sound so harmless?
         

         
         Her eyes twinkled with restrained amusement. “I should certainly reprimand you for that comment, Your Grace, but alas, you
            are correct. I do not wish to marry a pillar of society or any other eligible man. I do not wish to marry at all.”
         

         
         “I’m unsure if I should be relieved or aggrieved that I and all of mankind have been so summarily dismissed,” he commented,
            taking one more step toward her, purposefully cocking one eyebrow in the very manner that had been known to make multiple
            women swoon—at once.
         

         
         She laughed, a low, melodic sound that sang to his very senses.

         
         He took one last step and stood directly in front of her, realizing she’d grown more beautiful as he’d advanced.

         
         A low, guttural growl emanated from behind Miss Brabourne, and Rhys looked past her to the hearth where Jack reclined, eyeing
            him with wise, dark eyes.
         

         
         Rhys blinked hard. This was not how encounters proceeded between the Duke of Dorset and women. Somehow, the roles had been
            reversed. Clearly, he’d gone too long without a widow or unhappily married woman in his bed.
         

         
         Coming to his senses, Rhys realized he should insist Miss Brabourne leave immediately, despite her claim of safety.

         
         He looked again at Jack. He really ought to send her away at once. Rhys hadn’t been so entertained by a female in months,
            if not years. And the truth of it was, he wasn’t ready to let her go. He’d have to eventually, but not just yet.
         

         
         Jack rumbled again, a second throaty growl of warning.

         
         Rhys mentally pleaded with the mastiff, promising to behave—and willing himself to keep his word.

         
         At that moment, the library doors opened, the creaking of the oak allowing just enough time for Miss Brabourne to gain a safe
            distance from Rhys.
         

         
         “Anne, whatever are you doing here?” Lady Marguerite Stanley asked as she joined them. “And with Rhys? I wasn’t aware the
            two of you were acquainted.”
         

         
         Rhys eyed his aunt’s best friend. “Miss Brabourne did not know of my presence in the room, Lady Marguerite. She was just leaving.”

         
         “That’s not entirely true,” Miss Brabourne began as Marguerite frowned at Rhys.

         
         “Your Grace, I assume your discretion is guaranteed?” Marguerite demanded, interrupting Miss Brabourne.

         
         Rhys bowed to the two women. “You have my word. Go, return to the ball. I will wait here until a suitable amount of time has
            passed.”
         

         
         “Are either of you remotely interested in what I have to say?” Miss Brabourne asked, accepting Marguerite’s arm.

         
         “No, my dear, now come or your uncle will have my head,” the older woman answered, tugging Miss Brabourne about and urging
            her toward the door.
         

         
         But Anne stopped abruptly and turned back, offering him a charming smile. “You’re far less frightening than everyone makes
            you out to be, Your Grace,” she began, adding, “but I will keep your secret.”
         

         
         Rhys returned her warm smile, only this time without the cocking of his eyebrow. Or the lopsided smirk that showed his dimple
            so well. Not even the raking of his hand through his hair. No, Rhys simply smiled for the pure joy of it—for the pure joy
            of her.
         

         
         He watched as the two women left the room. He waited a quarter of an hour, then returned to the ballroom, only to find the
            evening entertainment had lost its enticement. He searched out his aunt, promised to see her soon, and instead of joining
            friends at his club, went home. Settling in the library with a glass of brandy before bed, he realized he’d enjoyed his aunt’s
            annual gala much more than usual.
         

         
         And he wondered if Miss Brabourne always accompanied Lady Marguerite on her visits with his aunt.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Anne smothered a yawn as the door closed behind her maid. The gold chain with the simple locket attached lay next to her brush
            and comb atop her dressing table. She gathered the necklace up in her palm and opened the locket, pausing to contemplate the
            silver sixpence inside.
         

         
         “You haven’t brought me a husband yet,” she murmured, smoothing her thumb over the cool metal of the coin. “Lucky charm, indeed.
            I don’t know why Cordelia, Bea, and Ellie thought you were anything more than an old coin.”
         

         
         Anne smiled at the thought of her three dearest friends as she closed the locket and laid it atop the dresser. They’d been
            young girls together at boarding school when the sixpence had been discovered, hidden within a mattress. She couldn’t remember
            who, precisely, had decided it was a lucky coin that would bring them all true love, and it didn’t really matter. In truth,
            they were more sisters than mere friends, and Anne would willingly do whatever was needed to make them happy. Even if it meant
            pretending to believe in the power of a random coin. Yawning once again, she climbed into the turned-down bed and snuggled
            into her pillow.
         

         
         She was far too practical to truly believe the sixpence would bring her a husband and true love. Not that she wanted true
            love, she thought with a sleepy snort. Observing her parents’ passionate, emotionally explosive marriage for the first twelve
            years of her life had taught Anne that love brought intermittent and all too few bouts of pure joy along with misery and pain.
         

         
         No, she reflected, she did not want a love match. But she did want, or rather required, a husband. And the undiscovered gentleman
            was proving extremely difficult to find.
         

         
         “I’ll write to Cordelia, Bea, and Ellie in the morning and solicit their advice,” she decided out loud. Surely, one of the
            three would offer some bit of wisdom that would lead Anne to the right man.
         

         
         The instant mental image of firelight highlighting Rhys Hamilton’s face as he laughed made her shiver.

         
         “He is not a possible suitor,” she muttered. “I need a biddable husband. Easily controlled and one that will satisfy Uncle’s
            requests. The duke is none of those things.”
         

         
         Anne closed her tired eyes. On their way home in the carriage that night, Marguerite had asked how long she’d been alone with
            the duke in the library. Of course she’d assured her chaperone it had been a short time at best, but she’d bit her tongue
            to keep from adding, Not nearly long enough.
         

         
         She’d been sure the duke was about to kiss her when Marguerite had walked in. She could still feel the heat from his body
            on her skin. The smell of him continued to tease her nostrils still, long after they’d departed the ball. And his lips. The
            man’s lips were made for kissing. She’d all but willed the duke to take her in his arms. Some sort of subtle yet feverish
            madness had taken her over, and it continued still. Perhaps she’d been wrong about him? Had he meant to add unwed young women
            to his list of accomplishments?
         

         
         Anne drew the covers up to her chin and squeezed her eyes tightly. The Duke of Dorset would not make for suitable dreams.
            She needed to think on something else. A pastoral scene perhaps?
         

         
         “No, he would not make for suitable dreams,” she agreed with herself aloud. “But delicious dreams?” Anne groaned at the very
            suggestion and pictured cows. Lots and lots of slow, simple cows.
         

         
          

         Anne’s usual social schedule kept her busy over the next two days—so busy, in fact, she convinced herself she’d forgotten
            the interlude with the duke in the library.
         

         
         On the third morning, she followed Marguerite into Lady Sylvia Lipscombe’s drawing room. A wash of genuine pleasure swept
            over her when she realized the duke stood near his aunt Sylvia, sipping tea, but Anne only smiled politely, the sense that
            she had something to hide nibbling at the back of her mind.
         

         
         The two older women, bosom friends since the cradle, greeted each other warmly. Rhys bent to kiss Marguerite’s cheek.

         
         “It’s a lovely surprise to see you here, Rhys,” she commented with a genuine smile.

         
         Marguerite lifted an eyebrow and glanced at Sylvia.

         
         Anne saw the significant look but didn’t have time to wonder what it meant before Sylvia abruptly turned to Rhys and began
            to talk.
         

         
         “I assume you know Miss Brabourne?” She didn’t allow Rhys to reply, only nod, before she continued. “Excellent. Now, if you’ll
            be so good as to take Anne for a walk in my garden, I have a matter of some urgency to discuss with Marguerite, in private.
            I believe the roses are quite lovely at the moment.”
         

         
         She made a shooing motion, her lace handkerchief fluttering.

         
         Anne’s eyes widened at the abrupt command but Rhys smiled wryly as he bowed. “Miss Brabourne, I believe we have our orders.
            Shall we?” He gestured to the French doors leading out onto a terrace overlooking the garden.
         

         
         She nodded and moved past him. He leaned close to open the door and his arm brushed hers. She shifted quickly, startled by
            the shiver of awareness at the brief touch.
         

         
         “Watch your step,” he murmured, taking her arm as they left the terrace for the garden path.

         
         Anne glanced up at him through the screen of her lashes. He walked beside her, hands clasped behind his back, his gaze on
            the flowers lining the path.
         

         
         It seemed rather unfair that he appeared completely unaffected by her presence while she . . . Anne wondered where the thought
            was going and decided not to follow.
         

         
         “Not very subtle,” Anne commented astutely, aiming the subject of the conversation purposefully away from herself and the
            duke.
         

         
         A smile curved his mouth. “No, but that’s hardly unusual for those two. Machinations will wait for no man—or woman, as the
            case may be. From what I am told, Lady Marguerite can quite often be found here with my aunt in the mornings.”
         

         
         Anne met his gaze and laughed, pausing on the path. “Did you purposely visit your aunt today to see Marguerite?”

         
         “No. I came hoping to see you.” He glanced at the windows overlooking the garden. “Perhaps we should find the rose my aunt
            suggested?”
         

         
         He gestured to a curve in the walkway. “I believe the rosebush lies just beyond the bend.” He bent toward her and whispered.
            “Where we shall thankfully be out of sight of my aunt Sylvia’s keen eyes.”
         

         
         Anne breathed in the irresistible scent of the duke, the sensation of tiny butterflies winging their way about her stomach.
            “Should I fear being unobserved, sir?”
         

         
         “My dear Miss Brabourne,” he said dolefully, shaking his head. “I thought we addressed this subject at my aunt’s ball. You
            are in dire need of a husband, while I”—he pressed his palm to his chest—“am assiduously avoiding all things matrimonial.
            You are as safe as the crown jewels, my dear Anne.”
         

         
         She was flirting and enjoying the act far, far too much.

         
         He is unsuitable. And even if he was not, the duke wants nothing to do with marriage, Anne mentally repeated twice, then once more for good measure.
         

         
         Pastoral cows were clearly in order. Anne attempted to focus her mind.

         
         They wandered down the path, the strengthening breeze teasing a tendril from her pinned hair.

         
         The duke touched her arm, turning her to face him. “You’ve come undone,” he teased, reaching out to tuck the loose curl behind
            her ear, his fingers brushing her cheek and lingering.
         

         
         Cows. Was that a soft, mournful moo she heard?

         
         “Tell me why you won’t marry for love.”

         
         The duke’s wholly unexpected question did everything the imagined cows could not. Anne stepped back, searching the man’s face.
            “But why?” she asked, vulnerability settling upon her skin.
         

         
         The duke pointed to a rosebush a little farther up the path and urged Anne on. “All will be revealed. But first, tell me.”

         
         “Well, I suppose you’ve a right to the whole story,” Anne reasoned, eyeing him questioningly before turning her gaze back
            to the path. “You’ve heard half—and only half a story is never enough.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “My parents were a love match,” Anne began, her gaze fixed straight ahead. “One of Shakespearean proportions. My mother had
            a talent for making rash decisions. My father was one of the rashest she ever made.”
         

         
         Rhys watched as she folded her arms across her chest, the simple act of relaying the story encouraging a physical response
            to protect herself. “I sense there was not a happy ending?”
         

         
         “Oh no, Your Grace,” she replied, returning her gaze to his, her tone somber. “I mentioned Shakespeare, did I not? They loved,
            quarreled, and made up with equal ferocity. They died together in a carriage accident following one such epic argument shortly
            after I turned twelve. They left me with a distaste for love matches in general and one for myself in particular.”
         

         
         It was madness, but Rhys wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and ease the ache that so clearly held her heart.
            He’d only made her acquaintance less than four days past, and yet . . .
         

         
         That was the problem; Rhys could not answer what came after and yet . . . Or he could not bring himself to.
         

         
         Anne attempted to smirk but barely managed to hide the desperation visible on her countenance. “I told you: Shakespearean
            proportions.”
         

         
         “Well, your marriage will not end in tragedy,” Rhys firmly stated.

         
         Anne faltered and Rhys reached out to steady her, enjoying the feel of her in his arms far too much.

         
         “I do not understand, Your Grace,” she replied. Rhys felt her shiver beneath his touch, watched her breath catch as she fixed
            her eyes on his.
         

         
         He fought the urge to quiet her question with a kiss. “I will help you find the right match.” If another more deserving man
            was to own her future, couldn’t he claim just a little of her present for himself? It was selfish of him, but he needed more
            time with Miss Brabourne. Craved it as a man would water when lost in the desert. Yes, it was pure selfishness, and he’d pay
            the price when she married and all but disappeared from his life. But it was all he had.
         

         
         “There is no one more capable of finding you a husband than me,” he explained, ensuring she had found her footing once more
            before releasing her and continuing on toward the roses. “You may have studied Debrett’s until your eyes crossed, but I know these men—see them for who they truly are, not what they would have you believe. You
            cannot argue how useful I will be. And I will not watch you waste any more time only to be banished to the country. Will you
            have me?”
         

         
         Rhys mentally cursed his last words, adding, “Will you have my help, that is?”

         
         They’d reached the roses. Anne fingered the soft petals of a red bud, her brows knit together as she considered his words.

         
         “It is quite a generous offer,” she answered flatly. “And I cannot see any reason to refuse you, Your Grace.”

         
         “Excellent,” Rhys replied, breathing a sigh of relief. He had her, at least for a little while longer.

         
         
            Dearest Bea,

            Though I know you’ll find it hard to believe, I do have to wonder if the sixpence isn’t bringing some bit of luck. The Duke
               of Dorset has offered to aid in my search for a husband.
            

         

         Anne paused to dip her quill in the ink pot and found she could not write the next sentence. Should she reveal to Beatrice
            that, in the moment, she’d thought he was going to propose? And that the very idea had quickened her heartbeat until she felt
            sure the drumming could be heard throughout the whole of the city. And that she did not even have to think on what her answer
            would be.
         

         
         She laid the quill down and peered out the window to where the city settled in for the evening, robed in a black night sky.
            Hours had passed and Anne continued to feel ridiculous. Of course he would not offer her his hand in marriage. They hardly
            knew each other—even if theirs was a friendship that had deepened far more quickly than Anne had ever experienced before.
            He was being practical—something she normally claimed of herself.
         

         
         She picked up the quill again and teased her lip with the soft feathery end. It was her fast-approaching birthday at work,
            she was sure. Every man was becoming much more attractive a prospect, even those who were not a prospect at all by their own admission. No man considering a woman for a wife would offer to find her a husband.
         

         
         Anne fought the swell of sadness that her last thought produced. This was no time to abandon who she was and what she wanted.
            She would leave love and happily-ever-afters to her friends.
         

         
         She set her quill to foolscap once more.

         
         
            Admittedly, I had not considered such a strategy before. But in light of my failure to find a suitable match up to this point,
               I don’t know that I have a choice. Besides, who better to find the man I should marry than the man I could never marry?
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Three nights later

            Lady Abingdon’s Gala

            Berkeley Square, London

         

         “And I’m telling you, Anne, he’s a bad choice.” Rhys lounged in a leather armchair, a squat tumbler of brandy dangling from
            one hand.
         

         
         “But you’ve given me no reason!” Anne paced between the brocade settee and the fireplace where he sat, pausing to confront
            him. “Declaring that Henry Effingham ‘simply won’t do’ is not a sufficiently good reason to strike him from my list. I’m running
            out of time. My twenty-first birthday is only five weeks away. She glared at him, frustration literally vibrating through
            her body.
         

         
         “He drinks too much,” Rhys said flatly. He privately thought the man was a bloody idiot and couldn’t fathom why Anne had set
            her sights on him.
         

         
         Anne threw her hands in the air. “Every man I’ve met drinks too much.” She pointed at the glass in his hand. “Including, apparently,
            you.”
         

         
         “I do not,” he said evenly through his teeth, “drink to excess.”

         
         “Oh, very well,” she grudgingly agreed. “Overimbibing is one sin the ton gossips have not attributed to you. More to the point, I’ve not heard that particular sin laid at Lord Effingham’s door,
            either.”
         

         
         Rhys snorted. “Only because he doesn’t drink to excess at ton gatherings. If the gossips could see him at gambling hells, they’d tell a different story.”
         

         
         “Is indulging in spirits his only excess?” Anne inquired, eyeing him dubiously.

         
         “That, and an unhealthy tendency to obey his mother’s commands.” Rhys couldn’t help himself. He knew how much that last claim
            would irritate Anne.
         

         
         Anne dropped into the armchair opposite him. “Very well, I suppose I’ll have to eliminate Lord Effingham from my list.”

         
         “I don’t know why you need that bloody list,” he growled at her. Pleased though he was at her abandonment of Effingham, her
            continued pursuit of a nameless, spineless husband was beyond frustrating.
         

         
         Actually, in the dead of night, buried under his heavy coverlet, Rhys would have admitted it was the search for a husband
            at all that enraged him. But it was not the dead of night. And he was not abed. Therefore, he pushed the thought from his
            mind.
         

         
         “You’re a well-dowered woman with an impeccable pedigree. Why won’t your uncle let you wait until the right man appears? Why
            can’t he relent and let you stop hunting a husband?”
         

         
         “Every woman my age is hunting a husband,” she said dryly. “It’s why you spend so much time avoiding their mamas.”

         
         “That’s completely different,” he argued. “They want the title and the money. You want independence.”

         
         Anne drew in a breath, her green silk gown tightening over the curve of her breasts.

         
         Rhys didn’t even attempt to look away. He’d been trying to fight the pull of attraction all night and failing repeatedly.
            Everything about her resonated within him, drew him, demanded he claim her. But this was Anne. She wanted a suitable husband.
            He didn’t want a wife. When he’d offered to help her, he’d known how hard it would be to give her up, but he’d failed to factor
            in the difficulty of restraining himself while they were together.
         

         
         Anne was speaking. He wrenched his thoughts back to their conversation and listened.

         
         “Exactly. Which is why I must find a man willing to marry me who will also agree to my remaining independent. You do remember
            why you’re here, don’t you? You’re meant to be helping, not hindering.”
         

         
         “Of course I remember,” he replied, taking a long sip of brandy. How could he forget?

         
         “My uncle will not force me into a marriage I do not want, but neither will he allow me unlimited time to choose an acceptable
            husband.”
         

         
         “I hear he’s coming to town,” Rhys commented idly, studying her. He didn’t like the downward curve of her lips. The unhappy
            set of her shoulders echoed her discouragement, and he felt a twinge of conscience that his description of Effingham’s unsavory
            character had most likely been the cause.
         

         
         She glanced up at him through thick lashes and his breath caught.

         
         Every damn time she does that, I get hard. Bloody hell.

         
         “Yes, on business, I presume. Marguerite was rather vague.”

         
         Behind her, the tall case clock’s chimes struck the half hour in deep tones. Anne groaned, her smile rueful.

         
         “I must return.” She rose and shook out her skirt, smoothing a hand over a faint wrinkle in the green silk. “I’m certain Marguerite
            will be searching for me by now.”
         

         
         “You go ahead. I’ll follow in a few moments.”

         
         She nodded and turned away.

         
         “Anne.”

         
         Pausing, she glanced back.

         
         “We’ll find you a husband. Don’t give up hope.”

         
         “I won’t cease hoping, but I confess, I’m beginning to lose faith in my plan. I will write to my friends. That always lifts
            my spirits.”
         

         
         He chuckled with amusement, the brooding darkness of his mood lifting. “I told you it was a ridiculous plan. You should have
            agreed with me. I’m sure your friends would.”
         

         
         She rolled her eyes. “Of course. Because, being male and a duke, you’re always right.”

         
         “Exactly.” He laughed when she shot him a mock glare. “So fierce,” he teased.

         
         “Good night, Your Grace,” she said, then turned and disappeared out the doorway.

         
         Rhys stared after her. The room was too quiet, too empty without her. He’d only recently faced the fact that this was how
            it would be in a few short weeks. Anne would either be married or removed to the country. Either way, there would be no more
            conversations in quiet libraries at balls, no more walks in the garden while her chaperone and his aunt drank tea. 
         

         
         He’d miss her insightful, wry comments on the vagaries of human nature the ton displayed in their petty rivalries and noble actions. He would miss the way she could always make him laugh when he was in
            a bad mood.
         

         
         He’d miss her, damn it.

         
         The situation was unacceptable. He’d have to do something to keep her in London and in his life.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Anne’s maternal uncle Lord William Armbruster had been summoned to his London home via a vague and rather mysterious missive
            from Lady Marguerite. Uneasy with her lack of information, he’d grown increasingly concerned over the course of the trip from
            his country estate to his Belgrave Square mansion. The city was never enjoyable. Too many people. And far too much interaction.
            Lord Armbruster had earned his quiet life in the country. Lady Marguerite had been his only sister’s best friend and had known
            him since childhood; she was well aware of his dislike for the city. Yet she’d insisted he join her in London as soon as may
            be. The news could not be good.
         

         
         He stepped across the threshold of 812 Belgrave Square and handed his hat, caped overcoat, and cane to the butler, Timms.

         
         “Where is Lady Marguerite?” he asked abruptly, nodding in greeting to the man.

         
         “She and Lady Lipscombe are having tea in the yellow salon, my lord.”

         
         “Thank you, Timms.”

         
         “Will you be staying long, sir?”

         
         “That depends,” the general said grimly.

         
         “Very well, my lord.”

         
         William strode down the hallway of his London home to enter the cozy room overlooking Brook Street.

         
         “Ladies.” He bowed perfunctorily, eyeing them with barely restrained concern. “I am here, as requested. Now, will you please
            tell me why I’ve been called halfway across England at a moment’s notice? Why the urgency? Has something happened to Anne?
            Is she well?”
         

         
         “Goodness, William, you always assume the worst,” Marguerite hastened to reassure him, reaching up to pat him on the arm.
            “Please, do sit down. We can’t converse with you hovering over us.”
         

         
         He glanced at Lady Lipscombe, his frown deepening.

         
         “Marguerite is correct,” she interjected before he could speak. “Looming over us and frowning won’t intimidate us in the slightest.
            You should know that by now. Besides”—she smiled, a dimple flashing at the corner of her mouth—“I’m certain you must be famished
            from your journey and we have your favorite cakes, with tea.”
         

         
         He stared at her, intent on standing his ground, realizing not for the first time that he’d never managed to do so against
            the two during the entirety of their friendship. The French were nothing more than irritating toddlers compared to Marguerite
            and Sylvia.
         

         
         “Very well. You know I’ve never been able to resist you two, especially when you’re together. When you were young girls and
            joined with Bella, I was hopeless.”
         

         
         “We know.” Both ladies’ faces reflected the sadness that always accompanied the mere mention of Anne’s mother. Bella had been
            an integral member of their circle of three when they were schoolgirls and later, as young married women. Her death had reduced
            them to a duo. Marguerite’s current widowed state and close connection to Bella were factors that had prompted William’s plea
            that she sponsor Anne’s debut into society.
         

         
         Besides, he fancied the idea of the two helping to bring Anne into the society that would become her world. He’d never admit
            it to the two women, but they meant as much to him as his own sister.
         

         
         Marguerite poured tea, and conversation was light until William had taken the edge from his hunger. At last, he set aside
            his cup and plate.
         

         
         “Very well, I have eaten and consumed two cups of tea. Now, tell me, why did you summon me from the country?”

         
         Marguerite exchanged a loaded glance with Sylvia before turning to William. “We believe Anne and Rhys are becoming close.”

         
         “Anne and Rhys?” William thought for a moment before repeating his question. “Anne and Rhys?”

         
         “The Duke of Dorset,” Marguerite offered helpfully.

         
         Which it was not. At all. “Dorset?” William asked, picturing his niece and . . .

         
         He lifted one eyebrow and shifted his attention to Sylvia. “Your nephew Rhys?”

         
         He shoved his chair back and stood abruptly, though he couldn’t say what he planned to do next.

         
         “William,” both women said as if calming a wild animal.

         
         The general realized he still held his serviette. Tossing the slip of fabric to the table, he pinned Marguerite with an angry
            gaze. “How could you let this happen?”
         

         
         “I understand your skepticism, William,” Marguerite started, slowly standing. “But I assure you, this is happy news.”

         
         “I cannot imagine a scenario where this development could be seen as welcome in any way,” he bit out.

         
         Marguerite eyed him warily. “William, take a moment.”

         
         “I trusted you, Marguerite—and you, Sylvia!” he said accusingly, spinning to confront the woman.

         
         “Yes, William, you trusted me. To find a suitable match for Anne. And I have,” Marguerite interjected.

         
         His anger flared anew. “I haven’t seen Anne since before the season began. Although she agreed to my request, I was by no
            means convinced she intended to apply herself to finding a suitable husband.”
         

         
         “I believe she has been perfectly honest about searching for a husband that is acceptable to her,” Marguerite told him. “I
            am less convinced she agrees that your definition of an acceptable husband matches her own list of requirements.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?” William’s gaze sharpened and his eyebrows lowered.

         
         “Only that you have made it abundantly clear you want her to marry a man who will manage her affairs—and her person—with discretion
            and ease.”
         

         
         “And isn’t that what every guardian wishes for their ward?” he demanded, affronted.

         
         “Of course, William,” Sylvia soothed. She exchanged a telling glance with Marguerite before leaning forward to capture him
            with an intent gaze. “But that is clearly not what Anne wants.”
         

         
         He huffed and shook his head in disgust. “I suppose she’s looking for true love,” he growled. “Well, I’ll not have it.” He
            glared at Sylvia, his hands tightening into fists. “I’ll not have her leg-shackled to some wild young rake. I’ll not lose
            her like I did my sister.”
         

         
         “Anne is nothing like her mother,” Sylvia said, exasperated. “Truth be told, she’s much more like you.”

         
         He gaped at her, taken aback.

         
         “It’s true,” Marguerite agreed. “Anne is very pragmatic. In fact, I fear her opinion of a love match echoes your own. She’s
            searching for a husband who is malleable, a man who will allow her to keep and manage her own funds, a man who is staid, stolid,
            and unremarkable in every way.”
         

         
         “Then what makes you think she’s interested in your nephew?” he asked Sylvia. “His father and I were at Eton together and
            I knew him well. ‘Staid’ and ‘unremarkable’ are not words I would use to describe him. And friends tell me Rhys is very much
            his father’s son.”
         

         
         “It’s true,” Sylvia said with pride. “Rhys is very like my late brother-in-law. But you must agree, William, this is a good
            thing. Like his father, Rhys is a gentleman; he manages his estates and investments with responsibility and a flare of brilliant
            intelligence. Additionally, his position in society is above reproach. Any young woman would be overjoyed to gain the interest
            of a duke.”
         

         
         “All of which only proves my point, Sylvia,” William replied. “If Anne is searching for a manageable husband, she won’t choose
            a gentleman with intelligence and a sense of responsibility. Such attributes would surely mean he would demand to have influence
            in her life.” He frowned. “Also, if memory serves me, Rhys is infamous for his avoidance of marriage-minded females.”
         

         
         “Precisely.” Marguerite clapped her hands with gleeful satisfaction. “Yet he seeks out Anne at every opportunity. She and
            I join Sylvia for tea and a long visit several times a week. Rhys often chooses that moment to drop in and visit his favorite
            aunt.”
         

         
         “If his attentions are that marked, why haven’t I read anything about it in the gossip rags?”

         
         “He’s very circumspect,” Sylvia hastened to reassure him. “Rhys would not do anything to cause a scandal or gossip,” she said
            firmly. “But nonetheless, to those of us who know Rhys well, and Anne”—she nodded at Marguerite—“it’s clear that they’re drawn
            to each other. Sylvia and I feel it wise to encourage the friendship. But we cannot push or Anne will bolt. They must come
            to understand their feelings for one another on their own.”
         

         
         “I see.” William pondered their comments. Marguerite and Sylvia would not lead Anne down the same path that Bella trod, of
            that he was sure. Could they be wrong about the duke? The women knew William better than he knew himself, so it was unlikely.
            But still, a possibility. And if they were not? Anne would be a duchess, her life settled and serene, just as she deserved.
         

         
         He had no choice but to trust them. Blast, but it felt as if he were back on the battlefield with no practical options left.
            “So, what is your plan then? I assume you have one.”
         

         
         “We will keep a watchful eye on the two and send you regular updates,” Marguerite said. “You must reject any offers from other
            suitors.”
         

         
         “And what about him? Is he likely to wait for her to come around to your way of thinking?”

         
         The two women burst into peals of laughter. “Oh, William,” Sylvia finally managed to say. “Rhys has no idea that Anne is the
            one woman for him. And if the thought should happen to fleetingly occur to him, I’d wager he’d immediately deny it.”
         

         
         “He needs as much time as Anne to realize what Sylvia and I recognized in the space of a week.” Marguerite smiled warmly.

         
         William shook his head. “Women. I’ll never understand them.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         
            The Maldens’ Annual Musicale

            Mayfair, London

         

         “I do hate a musicale,” Uncle William muttered as he led Marguerite and Anne into the Maldens’ grand music room.

         
         Anne stifled a laugh as Marguerite chided the man gently, pointing to where rows of chairs were arranged before a number of
            instruments. “Come now, William. Behave. There are enough seats available in the front row for us all. And next to Lady Lipscombe.
            What luck!”
         

         
         “That is not luck, Marguerite,” Uncle William answered, slowing his pace. “Quite the opposite. No escape route should the
            evening prove unbearable.”
         

         
         Anne patted her uncle on the back and gestured toward the chairs. “It is lucky, Uncle. Both you and Lady Lipscombe share the
            same opinion when it comes to musicales. You shall be able to commiserate to your heart’s content,” she assured him, looking
            about the room for the duke. “Go. I’ll be with you in a moment.”
         

         
         Uncle William huffed with displeasure but did as he was told, allowing Marguerite to lead the way.

         
         “I abhor musicales.” The low tone sounded very near Anne’s ear and she attempted to restrain a shiver of anticipation.

         
         “You and my uncle, both,” she replied, turning to face the duke. “Fortunately, you’re not here for the music.” The only hope
            Anne had of subduing the worrisome reaction both her mind and body produced in the duke’s presence was to stay the course.
            She needed to find a husband. And the duke needed to be
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