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      The Earl of Stratton was hallucinating.

      Perhaps it was the noise of the coaching inn or the lack of sleep catching up to him, but as Kit stared down at the sums he'd been adding in his notebook, he could have sworn the numbers had started to move.

      With a sigh, he slammed the notebook shut. It wasn't as though the exercise was doing him any good anyway. The numbers hadn't changed since he'd last done this tally.

      His quarterly allowance, minus the payment due at the end of the month, minus the cost of this journey, minus the amount he'd scraped together from the sale of a rather fine pair of cuff links he'd been fond of—it left him with approximately six weeks.

      After six weeks, he would need a miracle. Well. A miracle or…his aunt.

      Yes, he definitely required his aunt's help. It was not easy for any grown man to admit, least of all an earl. But Kit Stratton was a courtesy earl with no estate, no income, and no funds beyond what his father, the Duke of Ashworth, deigned to dole out each quarter.

      So really, he was just a man with an expensive name and an impressive seat at dinner.

      Still. He scrubbed a hand over his eyes. A man with an expensive name ought to be able to solve his own problems without running to the Dowager Duchess of Ashworth for help.

      But Aunt Philippa was the only person in England who might come to his aid. And that was only if she was in a generous mood, which she frequently was not.

      And only if he could think of a reason to ask that didn't involve telling her the truth, which he could not.

      But he'd think of something. He always did.

      A footman jostled past him, brushing his shoulder and bringing Kit back to his very current predicament. He was still waiting for his carriage's horses to be changed.

      What was taking so long? It was a busy afternoon, to be certain. But even so, he'd been waiting an age. He'd already seen four sets of guests arrive and depart as he waited for news of his carriage.

      The current crowd all had that air of chaotic dishevelment that could only be found at an inn. Even now, a merchant was arguing with the innkeeper about the bill. Nearby, a child was nibbling on a bread roll while her distracted nanny flirted with a footman. And at a table near the fire, a young woman was talking to her maid with such animated enthusiasm that the maid appeared to have given up any hope of participation and was simply holding her teacup like a shield.

      Kit could hear the woman's sweet, melodic voice, even through the din of the crowded room.

      "—and I shall simply tell him that I spoke with the marquess myself." Her eyes were wide and bright in a way that suggested she might have a fever. "And that there is no obstacle, truly none," she continued without pausing for breath. "Because the marquess was perfectly reasonable about the whole thing. Well, perhaps not reasonable exactly, he was rather terrifying, honestly… But the point is he agreed and so there is nothing standing in our way, nothing at all, and I⁠—"

      She broke off, pressed her palms flat on the table, and started again. "No. No, I should begin with the bit about the letter. Or should I begin with how I felt? Is that too much? It might be too much. Mary, is it too much to lead with feelings?"

      "I couldn't say, miss." This came from the maid across from her.

      "You're right, I'll lead with the facts. Facts first, then feelings." She nodded firmly as if a critical decision had been made. However, a second later, her eyes lit up again. "But what if…"

      Here he lost her next statement because the child with the bread caused a ruckus.

      But he heard the maid's reply. "That does sound simpler, miss."

      And he found himself more curious than he ought to be about what, in fact, sounded simpler.

      "It does, doesn't it?" The woman sat back, flushed and bright-eyed and slightly breathless from her own happiness. "So I tell him the facts. And then I wait. And then he—" Her face softened. An expression crossed her pretty, innocent features, and it was so unguarded that Kit had to look away for a moment, as if he'd accidentally read someone's private correspondence. "Well," she said softly. "Then he'll know."

      Kit forgot all about his arithmetic. In fact, for a second there, he might have forgotten his own name. That was how taken he was by this woman with the bright eyes and the cheerful smile.

      To be clear, Kit had seen beautiful women before. As the heir to a dukedom, beautiful women were paraded before him on a regular basis. He'd met charming women, and elegant women, and women who calculated every glance and measured every laugh.

      This girl wasn't performing for anyone. She didn't even know she had an audience. She was simply happy, and it was spilling out of her like sunshine.

      He stared at her with rapt attention. Yes, her brown hair was lovely, in that shiny, healthy way. And her dark eyes were no doubt clear and bright. And her features were perhaps not striking or beautiful, but they were pretty. And yet, it wasn't any of that which had him enthralled.

      It was her demeanor. It was the way she spoke, and that brilliant smile, and⁠—

      And it occurred to him that he had never in his life been that unguarded about anything.

      The young lady was, quite simply, an anomaly.

      "Sir?" The innkeeper looked harried as he approached. "Apologies, sir, but do you happen to know the young lady by the fire?"

      With a start, Kit realized he'd been caught staring. Blast. Was this innkeeper going to give him a lecture about ogling young ladies, or⁠—

      "If ye do, I'd be grateful if you could get her attention, my lord."

      Kit blinked. "Pardon?"

      The innkeeper gestured to the door. "Her carriage is ready and the coachman says the horses won't stand much longer, but I can't seem to—" He threw his hands up. "She's been talking for the better part of twenty minutes and I haven't found an opening."

      Kit glanced back at the girl, who had launched into what appeared to be a second rehearsal of her speech, this time with hand gestures.

      "I'll see what I can do," he said.

      He crossed the room and positioned himself at the edge of her table with his most pleasant expression and waited for a pause in which to speak.

      No pause came.

      "—but then I'd have arrived with no warning, I want him to have had time to think— But no, I believe I was right in the first place because he's not good at speaking on the spot, he's much better when he's had time to⁠—"

      Kit opened his mouth.

      "—consider his words, which is one of the things I love about him, actually, because it means when he does speak it's always exactly what he means, unlike most people who just say whatever comes to mind."

      Kit's mouth remained open as she continued.

      She was magnificent. That was the only word for it. She was talking at a speed that would leave most auctioneers breathless, her hands were conducting an invisible orchestra, and she had no idea he was standing there. None. He was two feet from her table and she hadn't so much as glanced in his direction.

      And he didn't interrupt. Perhaps he should have. But he found that he didn't want to break whatever this was.

      "—so I'll simply tell him the truth and trust that it's enough, because it should be enough, shouldn't it? If you love someone and you fight for them and you win, that should be enough. Mary, shouldn't that be enough?"

      "I should think so, miss."

      "Yes." She pressed her palms together, and her whole face seemed to glow with pleasure. "Yes. It will be."

      And then, with no warning—she turned.

      Kit was standing there with what he suspected was a thoroughly smitten grin. And his mouth was… Yes, his mouth was still open. He'd been caught gaping like a fool.

      He recovered quickly, softening his grin into something more appropriate. The smile he flashed at every ballroom in London. It was a charmingly self-deprecating smile.

      It was also, admittedly, one of his more flirtatious smiles.

      "I beg your pardon for the interruption." He lifted his lips on one side to flash the dimple for which he was quite well known. "I never like to interrupt a beautiful lady when she's speaking, but your carriage is ready, and the innkeeper⁠—"

      "Oh!" She blinked at him as if he were a piece of furniture that had rearranged itself unexpectedly. "Oh, thank you. Mary, the carriage. Come, we mustn't keep the horses waiting, James will be⁠—"

      She didn't finish. She was already on her feet, in motion, pulling her maid in her wake.

      Kit stood with the remainder of his charming sentence still sitting on his tongue, undelivered, while the girl in the blue traveling dress swept past him.

      She didn't give him a flirtatious smile of her own. Actually, she didn't even look back.

      Kit's mouth finally snapped shut as he realized he'd been gaping after her.

      The door of the inn banged shut behind her. The merchant's wife, who had witnessed the entire scene, was watching Kit with undisguised delight.

      He straightened his cuffs and returned to his table. He opened his notebook, resolving to put the odd girl out of his mind entirely.

      But really.

      She hadn't even asked his name.
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      He was going to laugh. Clarissa's smile grew wider as she waited for it.

      Any moment now, Edmund would laugh. And then she would laugh. And then they'd both laugh together at the absurdity of what he'd just said.

      Clarissa waited.

      But the Reverend Mr. Edmund Poole did not laugh.

      He stood in the doorway of the vicarage with his hands clasped in front of him and his gaze fixed on a point somewhere near her left shoulder.

      And he did not laugh.

      "I'm sorry, I—I must have misheard you." She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. "For a moment there, I thought you said you were engaged."

      Edmund's throat moved as he swallowed.

      Clarissa's smile held. No. No, no. She was surely mistaken. Or perhaps he was mistaken. Or perhaps…

      Perhaps Edmund did not know what the word engaged meant. He always had suffered from a poor vocabulary. Or perhaps…perhaps…

      She swallowed hard. Her cheeks were beginning to ache, and the silence continued to stretch.

      And her mind was running out of viable reasons to explain why her beloved—the man she'd fought to marry—had just informed her he was already engaged.

      She shook her head again, so at a loss, she couldn't think of a single word to say. And for Clarissa, that was saying something. More often than not, she had too much to say, and the trouble was getting it all out with some semblance of clarity.

      But now…

      "I don't—" She swallowed hard. She hated the way he was looking at her. There was so much regret in his eyes. So much resignation.

      But I won. She wanted to say that but couldn't. She'd already given her well-rehearsed speech. He'd stood there and listened patiently, like he always did when she went off on a story in which he knew the end would not come quickly.

      He'd nodded calmly as she'd babbled about how she'd fought a marquess for him. Well, all right, perhaps it hadn't been so much of a fight as a plea. But she had pleaded for Lord Blackwood to put an end to the engagement her parents had so desperately wanted. She had looked the most terrifying gentleman in London in the eye and asked him to step aside.

      And he had.

      She'd done it. This morning she'd been so excited to tell Edmund she'd won. And now⁠—

      "I don't understand," she said. To her amazement, her smile was still in place. Apparently, it had frozen right along with her lungs and her chest.

      "Clarissa," he started. And then he stopped as if weighing his words. But just the way he said her name so carefully…

      That told her everything his words had not yet confirmed.

      "No," she said. "No, that's—Edmund. I spoke to the marquess. I told you I would and I did. There's no obstacle. There's nothing standing between us. I wrote you a letter, did you not receive my⁠—"

      "I received it."

      Clarissa blinked. He'd interrupted her, and that was startling. He never interrupted. He was far too patient for his own good in that way.

      "Then you know," she continued. "You know what I did. So when you say engaged, you surely don't mean—" She stopped.

      He was so quiet. Normally she liked his calm, quiet demeanor, but right now it took everything in her not to reach out and shake him.

      "To whom?" she asked.

      He told her.

      Clarissa had never met the woman, but she knew of her. She was the daughter of a local family. Edmund's mother was fond of them. A sensible match, he said. A practical one.

      She had a small income and an even temperament. She would make a fine vicar's wife.

      He said all of this to her left shoulder.

      "When? When did you get engaged?" Her voice sounded odd. Too thin and far too bright. Did he notice? He didn't seem to notice. Though he did have the decency to look pained.

      "Three weeks ago," he said. "Perhaps a bit longer."

      Clarissa had been in London three weeks ago. She had been summoning every scrap of courage she possessed to approach a scarred, glowering marquess and beg him to refuse an arranged match. For Edmund.

      She had stammered through it. But she had done it, because she'd thought a love match of her own choosing was worth fighting for. And she'd believed—foolishly, it now seemed—that Edmund was fighting too.

      But he had not been fighting. Her stomach sank, and there seemed to be no end to the sinking.

      He hadn't been fighting, because… He had been proposing to someone else.

      "Your mother introduced us," Edmund said. "She thought we'd suit."

      Clarissa stared at him. Edmund said this as if it explained everything, and…

      And maybe it did. Edmund had never been strong in the face of her parents. An earl and his wife were understandably intimidating. Perhaps even more so for a man like Edmund, whose living rested in their hands. And yet…

      And yet, she'd confronted a marquess. A terrifying, powerful one at that. A man who was renowned for his foul temper and⁠—

      "I didn't think you'd succeed, Clarissa." Edmund's voice was meek. So apologetic, it made her want to scream.

      Or weep.

      But she did neither. She stood there with that frozen smile on her face like a fool.

      He held his hands out, palms up. "He's a marquess, after all. I never imagined he'd actually⁠—"

      "You didn't think I'd succeed." She repeated it slowly, testing each word. "So you…made other arrangements. In case I failed."

      An unattractive red crept up his neck. "It wasn't like that."

      But it was exactly like that. He hadn't even waited to hear the outcome. He'd looked at the obstacle and decided it was too large for a girl like Clarissa to overcome.

      He hadn't believed she could do it. The realization made her stumble back a step. Had he always thought so little of her?

      But then again, she hadn't really expected she could end her engagement either, had she? She'd walked into that ballroom feeling like a sheep on its way to slaughter.

      She gave her head another shake as if that might clear it and help her to see reason.

      All it did was jar loose one thought. Edmund might be the only person she'd ever met who had less faith in her than she had in herself.

      The thought almost made her laugh. Almost. It shouldn't hurt as much as it did. But then again, he was one of so few who truly knew her. And not even he had faith in her.

      "You are…a remarkable woman, Clarissa."

      "No. Don't." She backed away another step. "Please don't."

      Edmund flinched. "I'm sorry. Truly, I am. I never meant to⁠—"

      "To what? To let me make a fool of myself? Because I did, Edmund. I made a fool of myself in front of a marquess. And then I made a fool of myself all the way home rehearsing what I'd say to you because I was so sure…" She had to stop to swallow a wave of nausea. "And now I'm making a fool of myself here, in your doorway, which I suppose is at least consistent."

      To her surprise, and no doubt Edmund's as well, a thin laugh escaped.

      She clamped her mouth shut before it could turn into a sob.

      She would not embarrass herself further by crying in front of this man. She blinked hard against the tears that stung the back of her eyes.

      "I wish you both a very happy life," she said.

      At least, she thought that's what came out. It's what she tried to say, but it may have been botched in the delivery.

      It didn't matter because she was already turning away, gathering her skirts. The lane back to the carriage had never seemed so long. The earnest, worried face of a young footman nearly undid her.

      He opened the carriage door without a word, for which she was grateful. She climbed inside and pressed her palms flat against her knees as the carriage lurched forward.

      Her maid Mary was already inside, her face a careful blank that was somehow worse than sympathy. Had her maid heard everything?

      Probably. There'd never been secrets between them, and she supposed neither had suspected her little speech she'd rehearsed so often would end in such spectacular failure.

      "Well." Clarissa managed a weak smile. "That's that, then."

      "Oh, miss." Mary's eyes welled with tears. And for some reason, this helped Clarissa's own sting of tears to dissipate.

      She held up a hand. "I am perfectly fine."

      This was a lie and they both knew it. But she would be fine, she told herself.

      She would.

      By the time the carriage reached her father's estate, Clarissa had successfully tamped down the tears. She'd also arrived at a decision.

      She was done with love.

      Not in the dramatic, hand-to-the-forehead fashion of a romantic heroine. She was done with it practically. Rather like how she'd given up biscuits with tea when her bodice grew too tight, she was ready to give up romance.

      She had given love an honest effort. And now…

      Well. Lesson learned.

      Love was not for Clarissa Whitfield. She would not make this mistake again. From here on out, she would choose with her head. A practical match, that was what she wanted. A kind man who could give her a nice life and, God willing, a house full of children to adore and dote over.

      Yes, that was the love she needed. And it was all she wanted.

      She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. Then she went inside to tell her parents she had thrown away a marquess for nothing.

      They took it about as well as expected.
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      Kit's meeting with the Dowager Duchess of Ashworth went about as well as expected.

      "Absolutely not." She didn't even look up from the tea she was pouring.

      Kit leaned forward. "Aunt Philippa⁠—"

      "Come now, Kit," she interrupted. "This is the first you've visited in ages. Must we spend it arguing over money?"

      "I wouldn't call it arguing," Kit said. "Arguing implies two sides. I'm presenting a case and you're refusing to hear it."

      "Precisely." She looked up with a smile. "Tea?"

      He took the cup. He wasn't in the mood for tea, but he was already toeing the line with her patience, and he'd only asked her for the money once.

      So he forced himself to sit back in his seat and relax. The drawing room hadn't changed since his last visit. The same blue silk wallpaper, the same portrait of Uncle James above the mantel.

      His gaze lingered on the portrait and a sharp ache caught him off guard. It had been years since his uncle had passed, but he still missed him. And today more than ever.

      Uncle James had been raised to rule the dukedom, and he'd found an equal partner in Aunt Philippa. But he'd died far too young, and without the heir everyone had expected. And now…

      Well. Here they were. With his father wielding power without restraint, and his mother gallivanting around the continent with no worries at all. And Kit here. With his hat in his hands and nowhere else to turn.

      "Tell me how you've been," the duchess said. Or rather, demanded.

      "I've been fine, Aunt Philippa." Kit's smile came easily. "You know I wouldn't ask if it weren't important⁠—"

      "You always say that." Her nostrils flared with impatience.

      "This time I mean it."

      "You always say that too." The duchess settled into her chair and regarded him over her teacup. She was a handsome woman with sharp dark eyes. Her demeanor often made him wonder if she'd been a general in a past life. Or perhaps a Roman emperor.

      "Aunt Philippa⁠—"

      "The answer is no, Kit. I am not in the habit of handing over large sums of money without knowing what they're for, and you have been conspicuously vague on that point."

      Because he couldn't tell her what they were for. He wanted to growl in frustration. But he smiled brightly instead. "Can't a gentleman maintain a little mystery?"

      "A gentleman, perhaps. But you are my nephew. And a bit of a rogue, I hate to say." Before he could retort, she added, "Where are you staying?"

      "I have friends in town. Gage said he'd⁠—"

      "The boy who runs that gaming establishment?"

      Kit stifled a genuine laugh at that. Not the gaming bit. That was true. No, it was the “boy” part that made him laugh.

      He had a difficult time imagining anyone calling his devilishly handsome friend Gage a “boy.”

      "No," his aunt continued. "You'll stay here."

      "But—"

      "Too late. I've already made up your room."

      "You made up my room?" He choked on a laugh at the very idea. "You did no such thing."

      "I supervised, which is close enough." She set down her cup. "Kit, if you are in some sort of trouble⁠—"

      "I'm not in trouble." This was true. Mostly.

      "—then I would hope you'd trust me enough to say so," she continued.

      "I trust you implicitly, Aunt Philippa. I simply don't need guidance or advice at the moment. What I need is a modest loan, which I will repay⁠—"

      "With what?"

      A fair question.

      "With my eternal gratitude and devotion?" He said this with his most charming smile. The one that worked on shopkeepers and the female population of London in general.

      It did not work on the Dowager Duchess of Ashworth. Which was not a surprise as it had never worked on the Dowager Duchess of Ashworth.

      "Have you asked your father?" The way her voice softened just slightly didn't help to soften the blow.

      Kit's hand stilled on his teacup. Of course he'd asked his father. His father not only held all the purse strings, but he was solely responsible for the fact that Kit was in such dire straits to begin with.

      He lifted the cup and took a sip. "The duke and I are not currently of one mind on the matter."

      His tone was dry, but amused. It was the tone he always adopted when speaking of his father. Or his mother, for that matter. As if they were both just another a droll amusement in his admittedly carefree life.

      Or rather, formerly carefree.

      Aunt Philippa was quiet for a moment. Her gaze lingered on him in a way he didn't care for. He braced himself for more questions about his father. But his aunt mercifully let it go.

      "Well," she said. "At any rate, I'm glad you've come. It's been too quiet here."

      He doubted that. Aunt Philippa's idea of "quiet" would exhaust most people. But he understood the sentiment beneath it. She'd lost Uncle James far too young—a fever that had taken him in a matter of days. And then, barely a year later, that blasted fire had claimed her beloved sister Lydia at a house party in the country.

      With a pang of guilt he realized it had been far too long since he'd come to stay. His aunt was likely lonely in this large estate all alone.

      "What happened to that girl?" he asked. "The one who was staying with you?"

      "Estella? She moved back in with her family." The duchess's smile was small but alarmingly genuine. "She has a wedding to prepare for, you know."

      "Poor thing," he murmured. More out of habit than anything. He had a reputation to maintain, and a severe disdain for matrimony or any other sort of commitment that might tie a man down—well, it was expected.

      His aunt gave a little huff of laughter in response. "One day you'll learn that not all marriages are made the same." She arched a brow as she lifted her teacup. "Some are even quite pleasant."

      Now he was the one laughing. "Yes, yes. You and Uncle James were proof enough of that. But I still maintain that what you two shared was an anomaly."

      She stayed quiet, but amusement still tugged at the corners of her lips.

      He looked around him pointedly. "Still, it is rather quiet for you," he said. "I'd have thought you'd have the house full again by now with friends or family."

      "I have my projects." There was a smug mischief about her when she said it, and it made Kit laugh.

      "Your projects," he repeated. "Why do I fear that your 'projects' would terrify any proper young lady in London?"

      His aunt sniffed with disdain. "I do not terrify anyone."

      But her eyes sparked with laughter at his teasing.

      "You terrified me," he shot back. "When we first met."

      "You needed terrifying. You were a young lord and still acting like a wild schoolboy."

      "And now?" he teased.

      The duchess almost smiled. "I do wish you'd come more often."

      It was as close to an open display of emotion as he'd ever seen from her. Basically an admission that she loved him.

      "I'm sorry," he said, and meant it. "I ought to have visited sooner."

      "Yes, you ought." She poured herself more tea. "Now. Let's discuss the terms of your stay."

      "The—" He cut himself off, too startled to finish. "You're the one who insisted I stay. If you're going to put conditions on the matter, I'll go to Gage's right this instant."

      He wouldn't and they both knew it. She was lonely. And if he was being honest, he'd missed her company as well. So he'd stay, even if staying came with strings attached.

      The duchess continued as if he hadn't even spoken. "The Season is well underway. You'll attend some events. You'll be seen and you'll be pleasant. In short…" Her eyes met his in a challenge. "You shall behave like the Duke of Ashworth's heir."

      Kit managed not to flinch at that particular title. "I'm always pleasant."

      "You're always charming, which is not the same thing." She gave him a look. "Be pleasant, Kit. Dance with young ladies. Make conversation. Let society see that you are a gentleman worthy of your uncle's legacy."

      There it was.

      She'd never say a word against his father directly. Not to Kit, not to anyone. But your uncle's legacy was its own kind of declaration, and they both knew it.

      "I shall be a paragon," he said. "A model of decorum. Society will weep with admiration."

      Her lips twitched. "Society will settle for you not being a belligerent drunk at the theater."

      He feigned affront. "That was once."

      She arched a brow and he shifted in his seat. "The second time was Gage's fault."

      "Which is precisely why you are not staying with Mr. Gage." She stood, signaling that the conversation was over. "Dinner is at
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